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Abstract 

This research paper explores the pivotal role of NGOs and civil society in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights in India, 

examining the legal battles, advocacy efforts, and public policy impacts that have shaped the movement. Through a 

detailed analysis of landmark cases such as Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India and NALSA v. Union of India, the paper 

highlights the progress made in decriminalizing same-sex relationships and recognizing transgender rights. It also delves 

into the challenges faced by LGBTQIA+ advocacy groups, including legal and regulatory hurdles, societal resistance, 

and security concerns. Comparative case studies from other countries are discussed to provide insight into effective 

strategies for furthering LGBTQIA+ rights in India. The paper concludes with recommendations for strengthening NGO 

participation, policy reforms, and future advocacy initiatives to create a more inclusive legal framework that protects the 

dignity and rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. By examining the contributions of civil society, this study underscores the 
ongoing need for collaborative efforts to foster equality and acceptance in India’s evolving societal and legal landscape. 
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Introduction 

The journey of LGBTQIA+ rights in India has been a complex and often challenging path, marked 

by significant legal battles and evolving societal norms. Over the years, the country has witnessed 

both regressive and progressive shifts in its approach to LGBTQIA+ individuals and their rights. 

This shift, especially in recent decades, has been greatly influenced by the combined efforts of 

various NGOs, civil society organizations, and a resilient community that has persistently pushed 

for equality and recognition. In a society rooted deeply in tradition, the role of these organizations 

has been critical in driving both awareness and advocacy for LGBTQIA+ rights. Their 

contributions, ranging from legal support to social campaigns, have laid the groundwork for judicial 

reform, resulting in landmark judgments by the Supreme Court and various High Courts. This 

introduction sets the stage for a deeper exploration of how NGOs and civil society have shaped the 

legal landscape for LGBTQIA+ rights in India, ensuring these voices are not only heard but 

recognized under the law. 

 

Overview of LGBTQIA+ Rights in India 

In India, the journey toward LGBTQIA+ rights has been largely driven by judicial interventions, 

with NGOs and civil society playing a pivotal role in challenging discriminatory laws and 

championing the rights of sexual minorities. One of the most notable milestones in this journey was 

the historic 2018 judgment in Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India, where the Supreme Court 

decriminalized consensual same-sex relations by striking down Section 377 of the Indian Penal 

Code. This ruling was a monumental step forward, as it acknowledged the dignity, autonomy, and 

constitutional rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. However, the movement for equality is far from 

complete, as LGBTQIA+ individuals in India continue to face systemic discrimination and lack 

access to basic rights in areas such as marriage, adoption, inheritance, and healthcare. 

 

The societal challenges faced by LGBTQIA+ individuals are profound, with deeply entrenched 

biases and a lack of comprehensive legal protections. The Constitution of India provides the 

foundation for equality and justice for all, but the LGBTQIA+ community has historically been 

excluded from fully enjoying these rights. In recent years, however, there has been an increasing 

awareness and acceptance of LGBTQIA+ issues, driven largely by the work of NGOs and civil 
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society. These organizations have not only fought legal battles but have also worked to change 

public perceptions through education and advocacy. 

 

Role and Importance of NGOs and Civil Society 

NGOs and civil society have been instrumental in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights in India. These 

organizations have acted as catalysts for change, bringing issues faced by the LGBTQIA+ 

community to the forefront of public discourse. By providing legal aid, psychological support, and 

safe spaces, these organizations have empowered LGBTQIA+ individuals to advocate for their 

rights and seek justice. Organizations like the Naz Foundation, Humsafar Trust, and Lawyers 

Collective have been at the forefront of LGBTQIA+ activism, working tirelessly to create a more 

inclusive society. 

 

One of the key roles played by these organizations is in the realm of legal advocacy. For example, 

the Naz Foundation was pivotal in challenging Section 377, filing a petition in the Delhi High Court 

in 2001. This legal battle eventually led to the 2009 Delhi High Court decision in Naz Foundation v. 

Government of NCT of Delhi, which initially decriminalized same-sex relationships. Although this 

decision was later overturned by the Supreme Court in 2013 in Suresh Kumar Koushal v. Naz 

Foundation, the persistent advocacy and support from NGOs led to a renewed challenge that 

culminated in the 2018 Navtej Singh Johar verdict, which decriminalized same-sex relationships 

once again. 

 

Beyond legal battles, these organizations work on raising awareness and building societal 

acceptance of LGBTQIA+ rights. They conduct workshops, seminars, and awareness campaigns, 

challenging stereotypes and promoting understanding. NGOs also provide critical support services, 

including counseling and healthcare, which are often inaccessible to LGBTQIA+ individuals due to 

societal stigma. By offering these services, NGOs help LGBTQIA+ individuals live with dignity 

and confidence, contributing to their overall well-being and social acceptance. 

 

Legal Provisions and Case Laws 

The progress in LGBTQIA+ rights in India has been largely influenced by judicial interventions and 

legal reforms, often spurred by petitions and cases brought forth by NGOs. Landmark judgments by 

the Supreme Court and various High Courts have shaped the legal landscape for LGBTQIA+ 

individuals. The Navtej Singh Johar case, which decriminalized homosexuality, is just one of the 

many instances where the judiciary has upheld the rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. Another 

significant case is the 2014 National Legal Services Authority v. Union of India, where the Supreme 

Court recognized the rights of transgender individuals, declaring them to be a "third gender" and 

directing the government to ensure their rights and welfare. 

 

The role of NGOs in these legal battles cannot be overstated. In many cases, it is the petitions filed 

by these organizations that have prompted judicial action. For instance, the petition by Humsafar 

Trust in the Johar case was crucial in highlighting the discrimination faced by LGBTQIA+ 

individuals. These organizations not only bring legal challenges but also assist in the preparation of 

legal documents, gather evidence, and provide expert testimonies, all of which strengthen the cases.  

 

NGOs also play a crucial role in advocating for legislative reforms. By engaging with lawmakers 

and policy experts, they strive to create a legal environment that respects and protects the rights of 

LGBTQIA+ individuals. The recent discussions around the Transgender Persons (Protection of 

Rights) Act, 2019, for example, have seen significant contributions from civil society organizations, 

which have highlighted the need for stronger protections and inclusive policies. Through these 
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efforts, NGOs and civil society organizations continue to be vital in the ongoing struggle for 

LGBTQIA+ rights in India, championing both social and legal change to create a more equitable 

society for all. 

 

 

Historical Background and Legal Framework 

The evolution of LGBTQIA+ rights in India reflects a gradual yet profound shift in societal attitudes 

and legal frameworks. For centuries, India has had a complex relationship with gender and 

sexuality, with ancient texts and cultural practices depicting diverse sexual identities. However, the 

colonial imposition of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) in 1861, which criminalized 

“carnal intercourse against the order of nature,” marked a significant turning point. This law, 

influenced by Victorian-era British values, condemned consensual same-sex relationships to a realm 

of illegality and moral disapproval, fostering discrimination that continued long after India gained 

independence in 1947. The legacy of Section 377 reinforced social stigmas and left LGBTQIA+ 

individuals in India marginalized, invisible, and criminalized. 

 

Evolution of LGBTQIA+ Rights in India 

The fight for LGBTQIA+ rights in India began gaining momentum in the late 20th century, spurred 

by a growing number of NGOs and civil society organizations advocating for change. In the 1990s 

and early 2000s, organizations like the Naz Foundation, Humsafar Trust, and Lawyers Collective 

began championing LGBTQIA+ causes, raising awareness about the human rights violations faced 

by the community. They worked to create safe spaces, provide mental health support, and challenge 

discriminatory laws, setting the stage for a legal battle that would reshape the landscape of 

LGBTQIA+ rights in India. 

 

The first significant breakthrough came with the Naz Foundation v. Government of NCT of Delhi 

case, filed in 2001 by the Naz Foundation. This legal challenge to Section 377 argued that 

criminalizing consensual same-sex relationships violated the fundamental rights to privacy, equality, 

and freedom guaranteed by the Indian Constitution. In 2009, the Delhi High Court ruled in favor of 

the Naz Foundation, decriminalizing same-sex relations between consenting adults. The court 

emphasized that Section 377 was discriminatory, unconstitutional, and contrary to India’s 

constitutional commitment to equality and dignity for all citizens. However, this victory was short-

lived, as the Supreme Court reversed the Delhi High Court’s decision in the 2013 Suresh Kumar 

Koushal v. Naz Foundation case, ruling that Section 377 did not violate fundamental rights and that 

the responsibility for changing the law lay with the legislature. 

 

Key Legal Milestones 

Despite the setback of the Koushal ruling, the LGBTQIA+ movement in India continued to gain 

strength, bolstered by public support, advocacy from civil society, and a renewed commitment from 

NGOs. In 2016, five petitioners, including well-known LGBTQIA+ activists, filed a fresh challenge 

to Section 377. This case, Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India, was ultimately successful, leading 

to a historic ruling by the Supreme Court in 2018. The court unanimously struck down the 

criminalization of consensual same-sex relationships, with then-Chief Justice Dipak Misra declaring 

that “the denial of the right to sexual orientation is akin to denial of the right to privacy and the right 

to dignity.” This landmark judgment not only decriminalized homosexuality but also affirmed the 

constitutional rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals, recognizing their right to equality, privacy, and 

freedom from discrimination. 
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In addition to decriminalization, the Navtej Singh Johar judgment opened the door for broader 

discussions on LGBTQIA+ rights in India. The Supreme Court recognized that LGBTQIA+ 

individuals are entitled to full constitutional protection under Article 21, which guarantees the right 

to life and personal liberty. The court also acknowledged that past discrimination against 

LGBTQIA+ individuals had caused them immense suffering and that future legal frameworks must 

ensure their dignity and equal participation in society. While the Navtej Singh Johar judgment was a 

watershed moment, other legal developments have further expanded LGBTQIA+ rights. For 

instance, in the 2014 National Legal Services Authority v. Union of India case, the Supreme Court 

recognized transgender individuals as a third gender and directed the government to take measures 

to protect their rights, including the right to self-identify their gender. 

 

Current Legal Protections and Gaps 

Today, LGBTQIA+ rights in India enjoy more recognition than ever before, yet significant legal 

gaps remain. Following the Navtej Singh Johar verdict, same-sex relationships between consenting 

adults are no longer criminalized, and transgender individuals have been legally recognized. 

However, the legal system has not yet fully addressed broader issues related to marriage, adoption, 

inheritance, and healthcare for LGBTQIA+ individuals. Same-sex marriages are not legally 

recognized in India, denying LGBTQIA+ couples the numerous legal rights and protections 

afforded to heterosexual married couples. Similarly, adoption laws remain restrictive, with no legal 

provisions explicitly permitting LGBTQIA+ individuals or same-sex couples to adopt children. 

 

Furthermore, while the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, provides certain 

protections, it has been criticized for failing to adequately represent the needs and rights of the 

transgender community. This Act criminalizes discrimination against transgender individuals in 

education, employment, and healthcare, but enforcement remains weak, and many transgender 

individuals continue to face systemic discrimination. High Courts across the country have issued 

progressive rulings on LGBTQIA+ rights, yet these cases highlight the inconsistencies within 

India’s legal framework. For example, in 2021, the Madras High Court issued guidelines to protect 

LGBTQIA+ individuals from discrimination, calling on police to be sensitive in handling 

complaints involving LGBTQIA+ individuals. While such rulings are encouraging, they are not 

binding across the country and point to the need for comprehensive federal legislation that protects 

LGBTQIA+ rights on a national level. 

 

NGOs and civil society continue to be crucial in addressing these gaps, advocating for reforms that 

include marriage equality, anti-discrimination laws, and greater healthcare access. They are involved 

in ongoing legal battles and policy discussions, pushing for the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ rights 

within the broader framework of human rights. As India moves forward, the role of NGOs and civil 

society in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights remains essential, not only in shaping the legal landscape 

but also in building a more inclusive and equitable society for all. 

 

The Role of NGOs in Advocacy and Legal Reform 

In India, the tireless work of numerous NGOs and civil society organizations has been instrumental 

in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights. These organizations have served as the backbone of the movement, 

providing critical support to individuals, raising awareness, and driving policy changes through 

strategic legal battles and advocacy efforts. NGOs like the Naz Foundation, Humsafar Trust, 

Lawyers Collective, and more recently, Queerala and Keshav Suri Foundation, have been at the 

forefront of the fight for LGBTQIA+ equality. Their efforts span a broad spectrum, from offering 

legal aid and mental health support to lobbying for legislative reforms and educating the public. 

These organizations have succeeded in keeping LGBTQIA+ issues alive in public discourse and 
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have been pivotal in challenging deeply ingrained societal biases. Through their persistent advocacy, 

they have brought issues of sexuality, identity, and human rights to the forefront, prompting both 

judicial and legislative bodies to reconsider the legal and social treatment of LGBTQIA+ individuals 

in India. 

 

Prominent NGOs Advocating for LGBTQIA+ Rights in India 

Several NGOs have emerged as leaders in the LGBTQIA+ rights movement in India, each playing a 

unique role in pushing for greater acceptance and legal recognition. The Naz Foundation, one of the 

earliest organizations to take up this cause, has been central to significant legal victories. It was the 

driving force behind the initial petition challenging Section 377, which led to the 2009 Delhi High 

Court decision decriminalizing consensual same-sex relationships. Similarly, the Humsafar Trust 

has worked tirelessly to provide healthcare services, counseling, and legal aid to LGBTQIA+ 

individuals in Mumbai and beyond. The Lawyers Collective, co-founded by renowned lawyer 

Anand Grover, has provided legal representation in numerous cases, advocating for LGBTQIA+ 

rights in various courts and helping shape the movement’s legal strategy. These organizations, along 

with others like the Keshav Suri Foundation and Queerala, have mobilized resources, engaged with 

the community, and developed targeted campaigns that have raised awareness and pushed for policy 

changes. 

 

The work of these organizations goes beyond litigation and policy advocacy. They have also created 

safe spaces for LGBTQIA+ individuals, fostering a sense of community and belonging. This is 

especially important in a country where LGBTQIA+ individuals often face rejection from their 

families and communities. By providing mental health support, organizing events, and promoting 

LGBTQIA+ art and culture, these organizations help individuals express their identities and live 

with dignity. In this way, NGOs have not only influenced the legal landscape but also contributed to 

broader social change, gradually shifting public perceptions of LGBTQIA+ issues. 

 

Case Studies of Successful Advocacy Efforts 

One of the most notable successes in LGBTQIA+ advocacy has been the repeal of Section 377 of 

the Indian Penal Code. The Naz Foundation’s 2001 petition against this colonial-era law marked the 

beginning of a legal battle that would span nearly two decades. Although the Delhi High Court 

initially decriminalized same-sex relationships in 2009, the Supreme Court overturned this decision 

in 2013, stating that only the legislature could amend Section 377. Undeterred, activists, NGOs, and 

civil society groups launched a renewed campaign, leading to the 2018 Navtej Singh Johar v. Union 

of India case. This time, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of LGBTQIA+ rights, declaring that 

Section 377 was unconstitutional to the extent that it criminalized consensual same-sex conduct 

between adults. This decision, hailed as a historic victory, was the result of years of advocacy, 

awareness campaigns, and public pressure, all spearheaded by dedicated NGOs. 

 

Another impactful case involved the 2014 National Legal Services Authority v. Union of India, 

where the Supreme Court recognized transgender individuals as a “third gender” and directed the 

government to ensure their rights and welfare. This case, brought forth by the National Legal 

Services Authority (NALSA), was supported by various NGOs advocating for transgender rights, 

who provided data, expert testimony, and on-ground insights that strengthened the case. This ruling 

not only marked a legal milestone but also led to policy changes, with the government enacting the 

Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act in 2019. Although this Act has been critiqued for 

certain shortcomings, it represents a step forward and highlights the critical role of NGOs in 

advocating for transgender rights and visibility. 
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Challenges NGOs Face in the Legal Landscape 

Despite these successes, NGOs advocating for LGBTQIA+ rights in India continue to face 

significant challenges in the legal and social landscape. The Indian judiciary, while progressive in 

some cases, has at times been reluctant to fully embrace LGBTQIA+ rights, reflecting the broader 

societal resistance to change. For instance, while the Navtej Singh Johar decision decriminalized 

same-sex relationships, it stopped short of granting LGBTQIA+ individuals the right to marry, 

adopt, or inherit property, leaving many legal gaps. NGOs are now focusing on these areas, but face 

resistance both within the legal system and from conservative sections of society, which often frame 

LGBTQIA+ rights as a threat to traditional values. 

 

Furthermore, NGOs working on LGBTQIA+ rights often encounter practical challenges, such as 

limited funding and a lack of political support. In some cases, NGOs face hostility from local 

authorities, which can make it difficult to carry out advocacy work or provide services to 

LGBTQIA+ individuals. The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, for example, 

criminalizes discrimination against transgender individuals but lacks robust enforcement 

mechanisms, leaving NGOs with the task of bridging the gap between policy and practice. In cases 

where discrimination occurs, NGOs often have to engage in lengthy and expensive legal battles to 

secure justice, which can strain their limited resources. 

 

NGOs also face challenges related to public perceptions of LGBTQIA+ issues. Many people in 

India still hold conservative views on sexuality and gender, making it difficult for NGOs to gain 

widespread support for their work. Despite these challenges, NGOs continue to advocate for change, 

drawing on legal provisions such as Article 14 (right to equality) and Article 21 (right to life and 

personal liberty) of the Indian Constitution, as well as landmark judgments by the Supreme Court 

and High Courts. Their efforts underscore the importance of a robust civil society in a democratic 

society, pushing for the rights of marginalized groups and holding the government accountable to its 

constitutional obligations. 

 

Impact of Legal Advocacy on Public Policy 

The influence of NGOs and civil society on public policy in India, particularly regarding 

LGBTQIA+ rights, has been profound. Through persistent legal advocacy and strategic lobbying, 

NGOs have been instrumental in shaping legislation and influencing policy reforms that promote 

equality and human rights. Their efforts extend beyond the courtroom to include influencing 

policymakers, mobilizing public opinion, and engaging in constructive dialogues with government 

bodies. By presenting comprehensive research, case studies, and testimonies, NGOs advocate for 

policy changes that reflect the needs and rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. For example, the 

decriminalization of Section 377 was not just a legal victory but also a turning point in India’s 

approach to LGBTQIA+ rights, compelling policymakers to consider further inclusivity measures. 

This case demonstrates how legal advocacy can catalyze broader policy changes, encouraging 

lawmakers to revisit outdated provisions and create a legal framework that respects diversity and 

human dignity. 

 

NGOs often collaborate with government bodies to create inclusive policies that address 

LGBTQIA+ issues, forming partnerships that bridge gaps between marginalized communities and 

policymakers. Such partnerships have played a crucial role in raising awareness and promoting the 

acceptance of LGBTQIA+ individuals within society. For example, the Ministry of Social Justice 

and Empowerment has worked with NGOs to implement policies that support transgender 

individuals, including skill development programs and health initiatives. Additionally, the National 

Legal Services Authority (NALSA) case, where the Supreme Court recognized transgender 
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individuals as a third gender, resulted from joint efforts by civil society and government bodies, 

setting a precedent for inclusive policy-making. These collaborations demonstrate the potential for 

NGOs and government bodies to work together to create policies that not only protect but also 

empower LGBTQIA+ individuals. 

 

Public policies influenced by civil society and NGOs have contributed significantly to advancing 

LGBTQIA+ rights in India. For instance, the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, 

although critiqued for certain limitations, is a product of sustained advocacy by NGOs that 

highlighted the need for legal protections for transgender individuals. Similarly, the Navtej Singh 

Johar case, which decriminalized same-sex relations, has influenced discussions on policies related 

to marriage equality, adoption rights, and anti-discrimination laws. These policies reflect the impact 

of civil society's advocacy and its role in ensuring that LGBTQIA+ rights are considered 

fundamental human rights. By pushing for policies that promote equality and protect against 

discrimination, NGOs and civil society are helping to create a more inclusive legal landscape in 

India. Through their efforts, they continue to influence policy and legislation, ensuring that 

LGBTQIA+ rights remain a priority for both lawmakers and society at large. 

 

Human Rights Perspective 

LGBTQIA+ rights are fundamentally human rights, encompassing the rights to equality, dignity, 

privacy, and freedom from discrimination. Recognizing LGBTQIA+ rights as human rights 

underscores the principle that every individual is entitled to live without fear of persecution, 

irrespective of their sexual orientation or gender identity. This perspective aligns with the values 

enshrined in the Indian Constitution, which guarantees equality under Article 14, protection of 

personal liberty under Article 21, and prohibits discrimination under Article 15. The landmark 

rulings by the Supreme Court, such as the Navtej Singh Johar and NALSA cases, reaffirm that 

LGBTQIA+ rights are integral to the fundamental rights guaranteed to all Indian citizens. By 

framing LGBTQIA+ rights within the broader context of human rights, India has taken significant 

steps toward aligning its legal framework with constitutional principles and ensuring that 

LGBTQIA+ individuals can live with dignity and freedom. 

 

India’s commitment to international human rights standards is reflected in its participation in global 

treaties and conventions that promote equality and non-discrimination. As a signatory to the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR), India is obligated to uphold principles of equality and protect the rights of 

all individuals. While India has made progress in recognizing LGBTQIA+ rights domestically, 

further efforts are needed to align national laws with international human rights standards fully. For 

example, the right to marry, adopt, and form a family are recognized as fundamental human rights in 

many countries. In India, however, LGBTQIA+ individuals are still denied these rights, reflecting a 

gap between international norms and national laws. This discrepancy highlights the importance of 

continued advocacy to bring India’s legal framework into closer alignment with global human rights 

standards. 

 

Indian NGOs play a pivotal role in bridging this gap by aligning their advocacy efforts with 

international human rights frameworks. Through their campaigns, partnerships, and legal 

challenges, NGOs promote the idea that LGBTQIA+ rights are not special rights but fundamental 

rights that deserve full protection under both national and international law. Organizations like 

Lawyers Collective and Naz Foundation have worked tirelessly to highlight the importance of these 

rights within a human rights context, often referencing international standards in their legal 

arguments and advocacy. For instance, in the Navtej Singh Johar case, the petitioners argued that the 
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criminalization of same-sex relations was incompatible with India’s international human rights 

obligations. By grounding their advocacy in human rights principles, these NGOs have not only 

influenced domestic legal decisions but also underscored India’s role as a global advocate for human 

rights. In this way, Indian NGOs contribute to a broader global movement for LGBTQIA+ rights, 

challenging discriminatory laws and fostering a more inclusive world for all individuals. 

 

Challenges Faced by NGOs and Civil Society 

Despite their remarkable contributions, NGOs and civil society organizations advocating for 

LGBTQIA+ rights in India face numerous challenges that complicate their work and limit their 

impact. One of the primary obstacles is navigating the legal and regulatory landscape, which 

includes restrictions on funding, complex registration processes, and periodic scrutiny from 

regulatory bodies. Many NGOs rely on foreign funding to sustain their initiatives, yet the Foreign 

Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA) imposes stringent conditions on receiving and utilizing these 

funds. Under the FCRA, NGOs must comply with detailed reporting requirements, and any 

deviation can result in the suspension or revocation of their licenses. For organizations advocating 

for LGBTQIA+ rights, this regulatory framework presents a constant challenge, as they must secure 

funding to continue their work while adhering to strict legal requirements. Furthermore, registration 

processes for NGOs can be cumbersome and bureaucratic, sometimes leading to delays and legal 

uncertainties that hinder their operations. 

 

The societal and cultural resistance faced by these organizations is another significant challenge. In 

many parts of India, LGBTQIA+ individuals are still subject to stigma, prejudice, and ostracism. 

NGOs advocating for LGBTQIA+ rights often encounter hostility, not only from conservative 

communities but also from public institutions that may lack sensitivity to LGBTQIA+ issues. This 

cultural resistance is often rooted in deep-seated beliefs and traditions that view non-

heteronormative identities as unnatural or immoral. Consequently, these organizations must expend 

considerable effort to shift public perceptions and build a more accepting environment for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals. This resistance can also manifest in indirect ways, such as discriminatory 

practices in workplaces, schools, and healthcare settings, where LGBTQIA+ individuals face 

exclusion and bias. The Supreme Court and High Courts have intervened in some cases, calling for 

increased awareness and education, but societal resistance remains a persistent barrier to broader 

acceptance. 

 

Security and safety concerns are also pressing issues for NGOs and activists working on 

LGBTQIA+ rights. Advocates for LGBTQIA+ rights in India often face threats, harassment, and 

violence from individuals and groups opposed to their work. For instance, activists have reported 

receiving death threats and facing physical attacks, which deter them from openly promoting 

LGBTQIA+ rights. Organizations that operate physical spaces for LGBTQIA+ individuals, such as 

community centers and health clinics, are sometimes targeted by those who seek to intimidate or 

harm them. The lack of legal protections for LGBTQIA+ rights organizations exacerbates these 

security risks, as police and law enforcement may not always be responsive or sympathetic to their 

concerns. While the Supreme Court has affirmed the right to personal liberty and freedom from 

discrimination in cases like Navtej Singh Johar, there is a need for more explicit legal protections 

that safeguard LGBTQIA+ activists and organizations. This need for safety underscores the 

importance of judicial support and policy measures that protect the rights and well-being of those 

advocating for change. 

 

Case Studies and Success Stories 
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The progress made in LGBTQIA+ rights in India is deeply intertwined with the advocacy efforts of 

NGOs and civil society organizations, which have championed some of the most influential legal 

battles in recent history. These landmark cases and advocacy campaigns illustrate how grassroots 

efforts, legal expertise, and resilience can drive meaningful change. By examining the most notable 

cases—such as the Naz Foundation case and the Navtej Singh Johar case—one can see the profound 

impact these organizations have had in reshaping India’s legal landscape and shifting societal 

attitudes toward LGBTQIA+ individuals. 

 

One of the most significant milestones in this journey was the Naz Foundation v. Government of 

NCT of Delhi case. The Naz Foundation, an NGO dedicated to advocating for sexual health and 

LGBTQIA+ rights, filed a public interest litigation in 2001 challenging Section 377 of the Indian 

Penal Code. This colonial-era law criminalized “carnal intercourse against the order of nature,” a 

provision widely interpreted to target same-sex relationships. The Naz Foundation argued that 

Section 377 violated the constitutional rights to privacy, equality, and personal freedom guaranteed 

under Articles 14, 15, and 21 of the Indian Constitution. In 2009, the Delhi High Court ruled in 

favor of the Naz Foundation, decriminalizing consensual same-sex relations between adults and 

emphasizing that the law infringed on the fundamental rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. This 

judgment marked the first major legal victory for LGBTQIA+ rights in India and sparked a 

nationwide conversation on the rights and dignity of LGBTQIA+ people. 

 

However, the celebration was short-lived. In 2013, the Supreme Court reversed the Delhi High 

Court’s decision in the Suresh Kumar Koushal v. Naz Foundation case, ruling that the matter was for 

the legislature to address, not the judiciary. This ruling was a severe setback, but it also ignited a 

renewed wave of advocacy from NGOs and civil society. The Naz Foundation, along with other 

organizations, refused to give up. Through sustained lobbying, public awareness campaigns, and 

partnerships with other civil rights groups, they built a powerful coalition that eventually led to the 

Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India case in 2018. In this landmark ruling, the Supreme Court 

unanimously struck down Section 377, declaring that consensual same-sex relationships were not 

only decriminalized but also deserving of constitutional protection. This judgment, hailed as a 

historic victory for human rights, reflected years of relentless advocacy by NGOs and civil society 

organizations, underscoring the critical role they play in driving legal reform. 

 

Another pivotal case that showcased the impact of NGO advocacy is the National Legal Services 

Authority (NALSA) v. Union of India case in 2014. This case was brought forth to advocate for the 

rights of transgender individuals in India, who face widespread discrimination and marginalization. 

The Supreme Court’s ruling recognized transgender individuals as a “third gender” and affirmed 

their right to self-identify, thereby extending fundamental rights protections under the Constitution. 

The court directed the government to take proactive measures to ensure that transgender individuals 

have equal access to education, employment, and healthcare. This ruling was a direct result of 

advocacy by organizations such as the National Legal Services Authority, which worked alongside 

transgender rights groups to present evidence and testimonies illustrating the discrimination faced 

by transgender individuals. The success of the NALSA case has had a lasting impact, prompting the 

government to pass the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act in 2019, although the law 

itself continues to be debated and critiqued by activists for its limitations. 

 

Beyond courtroom victories, NGOs have also achieved significant success through community-led 

initiatives that have created safe spaces and provided essential services for LGBTQIA+ individuals. 

The Humsafar Trust, for example, has been a leader in promoting LGBTQIA+ health and well-

being, particularly in the area of HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention. Through partnerships with 
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healthcare providers and international organizations, the Humsafar Trust has delivered vital 

healthcare services to LGBTQIA+ individuals and raised awareness on issues that are often ignored 

or stigmatized. Their success stories include providing free HIV testing and counseling, organizing 

Pride events, and advocating for anti-discrimination policies within the healthcare system. The 

impact of these initiatives extends far beyond the immediate services provided, helping to normalize 

LGBTQIA+ identities within Indian society and empower individuals to live openly and 

authentically. 

 

The success stories of these organizations highlight the broader impact of LGBTQIA+ advocacy on 

India’s social and legal fabric. By challenging discriminatory laws, advocating for policy reforms, 

and providing essential support to marginalized individuals, NGOs have paved the way for greater 

acceptance and inclusivity. The victories in cases like Navtej Singh Johar and NALSA have not only 

expanded legal protections for LGBTQIA+ individuals but have also contributed to a cultural shift 

that embraces diversity and human rights. These cases demonstrate the power of sustained advocacy 

and the potential for civil society to influence lasting change. Through their tireless work, NGOs 

and civil society organizations continue to redefine the meaning of equality and justice in India, 

inspiring future generations to uphold these values and carry the movement forward. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

The role of NGOs and civil society in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights is not unique to India; globally, 

these organizations have been instrumental in advocating for equality, challenging discriminatory 

laws, and transforming societal attitudes. By examining the experiences of NGOs in other countries, 

India can glean valuable insights into effective advocacy strategies, partnerships, and legal reforms 

that have helped create more inclusive societies. Countries like the United States, South Africa, and 

Brazil have made significant strides in LGBTQIA+ rights, driven largely by robust civil society 

movements. Comparing these international efforts with those in India highlights both the progress 

made and the areas where further efforts are needed, especially concerning legislative reform and 

broad-based societal change. 

 

In the United States, for instance, the role of civil society has been pivotal in securing rights for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals. Organizations like the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), Lambda 

Legal, and Human Rights Campaign have spearheaded legal battles and advocated for policy 

reforms over decades. These efforts culminated in landmark Supreme Court rulings such as 

Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015, which legalized same-sex marriage across the nation. This ruling 

represented the success of years of targeted legal action, public awareness campaigns, and advocacy 

by NGOs. American LGBTQIA+ advocacy organizations have demonstrated the importance of 

engaging with both the judicial and legislative branches to secure comprehensive rights for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals, a strategy that Indian NGOs could further expand upon. While the Navtej 

Singh Johar decision decriminalized same-sex relationships in India, Indian NGOs might look to the 

United States' example to advocate for additional rights, such as marriage equality and adoption 

rights, by building strong cases that reflect the fundamental right to family life. 

 

In South Africa, the civil society movement has been particularly influential in shaping a 

progressive legal framework for LGBTQIA+ rights. South Africa became the first country in Africa 

to legalize same-sex marriage in 2006, following sustained advocacy from organizations like the 

Legal Resources Centre and the Triangle Project. The country’s Constitution, one of the most 

progressive globally, explicitly prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation. South African 

NGOs have successfully used constitutional provisions to argue for LGBTQIA+ rights, establishing 

a model of advocacy grounded in human rights that resonates with India’s constitutional 
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commitment to equality. The success of the South African movement highlights the importance of 

embedding LGBTQIA+ rights within the broader human rights framework, which Indian NGOs can 

leverage by emphasizing that LGBTQIA+ rights are integral to the constitutional guarantees of 

equality and personal liberty. South Africa’s experience also underscores the value of legal 

education and public awareness campaigns in promoting societal acceptance, areas where Indian 

NGOs have made progress but continue to face challenges. 

 

Brazil offers another illustrative example, particularly in terms of mobilizing public support for 

LGBTQIA+ rights. Organizations like Grupo Gay da Bahia and ABGLT have advocated for 

LGBTQIA+ rights in a country that is both progressive and conservative in its attitudes toward 

gender and sexuality. In 2013, Brazil’s National Council of Justice ruled that same-sex marriage 

could not be prohibited by any public office, effectively legalizing it nationwide. Despite the socio-

political challenges posed by conservative movements, Brazilian NGOs have focused on public 

education, health care access, and legal protections, leveraging both local and national support to 

strengthen LGBTQIA+ rights. Brazil’s experience highlights the importance of advocacy within 

diverse cultural contexts, where NGOs have learned to navigate local customs and legal frameworks 

to promote inclusivity. For Indian NGOs, this example emphasizes the need for adaptable strategies 

that account for regional and cultural differences within India, from urban centers to rural areas, 

where attitudes toward LGBTQIA+ rights can vary significantly. 

 

The international experiences of these countries underscore several lessons for India. First, the 

importance of framing LGBTQIA+ rights within a universal human rights context cannot be 

overstated. NGOs in countries like the United States, South Africa, and Brazil have consistently 

argued that LGBTQIA+ rights are inseparable from fundamental rights to equality, dignity, and 

freedom. Indian NGOs can further strengthen their advocacy by highlighting that LGBTQIA+ rights 

align with India’s constitutional values and international human rights obligations. Additionally, 

partnerships between civil society, legal experts, and policymakers have been crucial in achieving 

substantive legal changes. Indian NGOs could benefit from building coalitions that include allies 

from the legal, medical, and educational fields, enhancing the credibility and reach of their advocacy 

efforts. 

 

Furthermore, the comparative analysis shows that sustained public education and awareness 

campaigns are essential for building societal acceptance, as legal victories alone are not sufficient to 

transform deeply ingrained cultural attitudes. In countries like Brazil and South Africa, NGOs have 

engaged in community outreach, created inclusive educational materials, and organized cultural 

events that celebrate diversity. Indian NGOs, while already active in this area, could expand their 

efforts by working with media, schools, and workplaces to promote inclusive narratives and foster 

empathy towards LGBTQIA+ individuals. These international models of advocacy demonstrate that 

achieving comprehensive LGBTQIA+ rights requires a multi-faceted approach, where legal, 

societal, and cultural change are pursued simultaneously. 

 

Recommendations and Future Directions 

To further advance LGBTQIA+ rights in India, it is essential to strengthen the role of NGOs and 

civil society organizations, whose advocacy efforts have been instrumental in securing the progress 

made so far. As India moves towards greater inclusivity, there are several strategic steps that can be 

taken to enhance the effectiveness of these organizations, promote supportive policy frameworks, 

and outline future advocacy efforts that continue to challenge discriminatory practices. The success 

of landmark cases, such as Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India and NALSA v. Union of India, has 
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laid a robust foundation for this work, but sustaining and building upon this momentum will require 

a concerted, multi-faceted approach. 

 

Strengthening NGO and Civil Society Participation 

One of the most effective ways to bolster LGBTQIA+ rights in India is by empowering NGOs and 

civil society organizations through legal, financial, and institutional support. Currently, many NGOs 

face regulatory hurdles, particularly around funding due to the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act 

(FCRA), which restricts access to foreign funds that are vital for their operations. To enhance the 

sustainability and impact of these organizations, the government could consider revising FCRA 

provisions for NGOs working on human rights issues, thereby ensuring that LGBTQIA+ advocacy 

groups have consistent access to the resources they need. Simplifying registration processes and 

providing a streamlined framework for NGOs would also allow these organizations to focus more 

on advocacy and outreach rather than bureaucratic compliance. 

 

Beyond regulatory support, fostering partnerships between civil society and public institutions can 

create a more collaborative and supportive environment for LGBTQIA+ rights. For instance, 

establishing formal channels for NGOs to consult on legislative and policy reforms would 

strengthen the role of civil society in decision-making processes. The Indian government can 

facilitate these partnerships by creating advisory committees that include LGBTQIA+ advocacy 

groups, allowing them to contribute insights and propose measures that address the community’s 

specific needs. Such inclusive practices would not only enrich public policy but also ensure that 

LGBTQIA+ rights are integrated into broader human rights initiatives. 

 

Policy Recommendations for the Indian Government 

To ensure a comprehensive approach to LGBTQIA+ rights, the Indian government should consider 

a series of policy reforms that address existing legal gaps and promote inclusivity. First, enacting 

anti-discrimination legislation that explicitly protects LGBTQIA+ individuals in areas such as 

employment, healthcare, education, and housing would be a critical step. Although the Supreme 

Court has affirmed the constitutional rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals, there remains a lack of 

enforceable protections against discrimination. A robust anti-discrimination law, similar to the 

frameworks seen in countries like South Africa and Canada, would uphold the principles of equality 

enshrined in the Indian Constitution and empower LGBTQIA+ individuals to seek justice when 

their rights are violated. 

 

Another crucial area of reform is the recognition of same-sex relationships under family law. While 

the Navtej Singh Johar ruling decriminalized same-sex relations, it did not grant LGBTQIA+ 

couples the right to marry, adopt, or inherit property jointly. By extending marriage rights and 

adoption privileges to same-sex couples, the government would affirm the principle that all 

individuals have the right to family life, regardless of sexual orientation. In line with this, amending 

inheritance laws to allow same-sex partners to benefit from the same legal protections as 

heterosexual couples would also promote equality and address a key area of legal discrimination. 

These changes would bring India’s laws in closer alignment with international human rights 

standards and support the judiciary’s stance that LGBTQIA+ individuals are entitled to live with 

dignity and autonomy. 

 

Suggestions for Future Advocacy Efforts 

For NGOs and civil society to continue making meaningful progress, future advocacy efforts should 

focus on broadening public awareness, fostering community empowerment, and driving legislative 

reforms. Building on the success of high-profile legal cases, NGOs can expand their outreach by 
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engaging with educational institutions, workplaces, and local communities to challenge stereotypes 

and promote inclusivity. Organizing workshops, seminars, and public discussions on LGBTQIA+ 

issues would encourage a more informed and empathetic perspective on gender and sexual diversity, 

reducing stigma and prejudice at the grassroots level. 

 

Additionally, leveraging digital platforms to reach a wider audience can enhance the visibility of 

LGBTQIA+ rights. Social media campaigns, online petitions, and digital storytelling initiatives can 

amplify the voices of LGBTQIA+ individuals and foster a sense of solidarity across diverse 

communities. By using technology to mobilize support and advocate for policy changes, NGOs can 

build a broad-based movement that transcends regional and cultural differences within India. Future 

advocacy efforts should also focus on youth engagement, as younger generations often demonstrate 

greater openness and acceptance of LGBTQIA+ identities. Encouraging youth-led initiatives and 

supporting young activists will ensure that the movement continues to evolve and expand over time. 

 

Legal reform should remain a central focus of advocacy efforts, with NGOs working towards 

broader protections in line with the Constitution’s guarantees of equality, freedom, and dignity. By 

filing petitions in the Supreme Court and High Courts, NGOs can challenge remaining 

discriminatory laws and advocate for progressive interpretations of constitutional rights. For 

example, legal challenges could address the lack of protections for LGBTQIA+ individuals in 

educational institutions, where discrimination and bullying remain pervasive. Advocating for 

judicial guidelines that promote a safe and inclusive environment in schools would uphold the right 

to education without discrimination, as protected under Articles 21 and 14 of the Constitution. 

 

Conclusion 

In examining the role of NGOs and civil society in advancing LGBTQIA+ rights in India, it is clear 

that these organizations have been pivotal in shaping both the legal and social landscape. Through 

sustained advocacy, strategic litigation, and public awareness campaigns, NGOs have highlighted 

the systemic discrimination faced by LGBTQIA+ individuals and have challenged the legal 

frameworks that uphold such inequities. The decriminalization of same-sex relationships in Navtej 

Singh Johar v. Union of India and the recognition of transgender rights in NALSA v. Union of India 

are two landmark cases that exemplify the power of persistent advocacy and judicial engagement. 

These cases underscore the fundamental principles enshrined in the Indian Constitution—equality, 

dignity, and freedom for all—while demonstrating that civil society can drive substantial change by 

holding the government accountable to its constitutional commitments. 

 

However, despite these achievements, the journey toward full equality and inclusivity for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals in India is ongoing. Significant legal gaps remain, especially regarding 

marriage rights, adoption, inheritance, and anti-discrimination protections. The Indian government 

has yet to implement comprehensive laws that guarantee LGBTQIA+ individuals the same rights as 

their heterosexual and cisgender counterparts. In the absence of such laws, NGOs and civil society 

organizations continue to play a vital role in advocating for legislative reforms and challenging 

discriminatory practices in various societal domains. Through their efforts, they seek to create a 

legal and social environment where LGBTQIA+ individuals can live with dignity, free from 

prejudice and violence. 

 

The way forward for LGBTQIA+ rights in India lies in a collaborative approach that involves 

NGOs, government bodies, and the broader community. Civil society organizations must continue to 

expand their outreach efforts, fostering greater awareness and understanding of LGBTQIA+ issues 

at all levels of society. This includes engaging with educational institutions, workplaces, and local 
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communities to combat prejudice and promote acceptance. Additionally, NGOs should work 

towards building stronger coalitions with other human rights organizations, as well as with legal 

experts, to advocate for policy changes that reflect the needs of LGBTQIA+ individuals. These 

collaborations can enhance the impact of their advocacy, ensuring that LGBTQIA+ rights are 

recognized not only as social issues but as essential human rights protected under the law. 

 

In terms of legal advocacy, NGOs and civil society should focus on filing petitions that address the 

remaining gaps in LGBTQIA+ rights, including marriage equality, inheritance rights, and 

protections against discrimination. Leveraging the Supreme Court’s and High Courts’ previous 

rulings, future legal challenges can draw on constitutional provisions to argue that denying these 

rights is inconsistent with India’s commitment to equality and personal liberty. By continuing to 

bring cases that highlight these inequities, civil society can pave the way for a more inclusive legal 

framework that safeguards the rights of all individuals, regardless of sexual orientation or gender 

identity. 

 

Ultimately, the progress made in LGBTQIA+ rights in India reflects the resilience and dedication of 

NGOs and civil society, whose efforts have empowered individuals and transformed public 

attitudes. As India continues on its path toward greater inclusivity, it is crucial that these 

organizations receive the support they need to sustain their work and continue driving change. 

Through policy reforms, public education, and relentless legal advocacy, NGOs and civil society 

organizations have laid a foundation for a more equitable future. The next steps will build on this 

foundation, ensuring that LGBTQIA+ individuals in India can live with full recognition of their 

rights, protected by laws that honor their dignity and humanity. As the movement for LGBTQIA+ 

rights evolves, the commitment of civil society will remain a beacon of hope and progress, guiding 

India toward a society that upholds justice, equality, and respect for all. 

 

 

 

 


