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ABSTRACT
This study maps Uganda LGBT+ experiences of online hate 
crime and analyzes how preexisting vulnerability morph in digi-
tal spaces. Based on field notes, workshop material, and inter-
views with 13 LGBT+ individuals, the study finds that digital 
presences in contexts where users are vulnerable due to state— 
sanctioned discrimination and social exclusion, digital arenas 
exacerbate users’ vulnerability to hate crimes through their 
digital footprints. The longing for community and intimacy, 
together with in some cases an unfamiliarity with how digital 
media can be misused, appear to facilitate both the ideologi-
cally driven perpetrators hunting LGBT+, and Crime passionnel, 
where an (ex)partner miscalculates the implications of publish-
ing private material. This study thus illustrates how digital 
spaces are not safe(r) spaces, where LGBT+ are free to playfully 
explore sexual orientation and gender non-conformity, away 
from society’s abhorring gaze. Furthermore, contrary to what 
could be expected, LGBT+ individuals’ vulnerability was most 
often not the result of an outside intruder hunting LGBT+ 
online. The article reiterates the importance of a situated 
approach, acknowledging the environmental influences when 
studying and addressing LGBT+ vulnerabilities in digital spaces.
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Introduction

It is often argued that marginalized individuals and groups, including LGBT+, 
that is lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, and where the plus represent all 
non-conforming sexualities and gender identities, as well as heterosexual allies 
can expect to benefit from strategic use of Information and communication 
technologies (ICTs). Although there are numerous studies detailing how 
digital tools and spaces support marginalized individuals and communities’ 
empowerment efforts, this study seeks to offer a more nuanced understanding 
of digital spaces as inherently emancipatory in the sense that social agents 
become liberated from and escape the normative regimes that causes their 
socio-cultural and economic marginalization and even physical abuse. So even 
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if digital spaces in theory offers a spatially and temporally separate space where 
LGBT+ individuals can escape the socio-cultural normative regimes, most 
notably heteronormativity and repressive legal structures that makes them 
vulnerable; this study calls attention to that relief from everyday lived experi-
ences of persecution, is an unrealistic dream unless structural vulnerabilities 
embedded in the specific contexts are resolved.

A more nuanced understanding of digital spaces’ role in offering LGBT+ 
individuals an escape from structural vulnerability in a hostile physical environ-
ment is not entirely unique, but according to Powell, Scott, and Henry (2020) 
there is a significant lack of research on sexual, sexuality, and gender-based 
digital harassment and abuse. With the Ugandan state’s and non—state actors’ 
repression of LGBT+ individuals having received sufficient attention (as will be 
elaborated on in detail below), this study seeks to contribute to our under-
standing of the implications of digital boarders’ permeability. Through a situated 
approach to contextual variables, the purpose of this study is to explore Ugandan 
LGBT+ experiences of onlineand exposure to hate crimes in digital spaces and 
analyze how structural vulnerabilities embedded in a repressive context, also 
plague online life , as well as disrupt life outside the digital realm. By showing 
how digital spaces cannot offer protection from hate crimes, here defined as 
crimes where perpetrators target individuals because of their perceived member-
ship and/or affiliation to the LGBT+ community, this study will calls attention to 
that digital spaces are far from unproblematic in hostile environments such as in 
Uganda. Moreover, it underscores the importance of vulnerable individuals 
taking appropriate safety measures.

The article is organized as follows: After this short introduction, we intro-
duce the Ugandan context where LGBT+ individuals continuously find them-
selves vulnerable to a range of human rights abuses, as well as the role of digital 
spaces for the Ugandan LGBT+ community. The subsequent section intro-
duces the paper’s situated approach to the empirical material. The ensuing 
methods section present the design of the study, the ethical protocol that was 
developed and guided data collection, as well as the analytical process. The 
result section emphasizes the importance of approaching vulnerability and 
digital security as intimately interlinked to offline structures of oppression. 
The concluding section explores how structural oppression appear to exacer-
bated Ugandan LGBT+ vulnerability and argues that situated digital literacy 
may decrease risk, but not remove them as long as oppressive structures 
remain untouched.

Unpacking socio-structural vulnerability of Ugandan LGBT+

Ståsett (2007, pp. 46–52) defines vulnerability as a “propensity to be 
wounded . . . and exposed to “physical or emotional injury or attack,” and 
thus refers to both the “actual, contingent fact of possibly being wounded, or in 
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a situation of immediate danger or risk.” Although all human beings may be 
vulnerable at some point, that is susceptible to physical or emotional injury or 
attack, some individuals and/or communities are consistently vulnerable due 
to structural factors in their context (Ståsett, 2007). Kuran et al. (2020, p. 2) 
argues that vulnerability should be approached as a “result of different and 
interdependent societal stratification processes that result in multiple dimen-
sions of marginalization.” Marginalization in turn impede marginalized indi-
viduals’ freedom and capacity to act independently (von Benzon & van Blerk, 
2017). Certain groups are thus more susceptible to physical or emotional 
injury or attack due to embedded socio-cultural normative regimes and legal 
structures that sanction and even condone their vulnerability.

Historical sources are mostly silence on LGBT+ individuals, but there is 
evidence of some degree of social acceptance of sexual diversity and gender 
expressions in the pre-colonial Ugandan society (Epprecht, 2008, 2010; Human 
Rights Watch, 2008). Structural vulnerability thus appear to be a legacy of the 
British colonial power’s introduction of Victorian heteronormative ideals, which 
was codified through criminalization of homosexuality (Tamale, 2013). While 
state-sanctioned discrimination dates back to colonialization, active persecution of 
non-conforming sexualities and gender identities appears to be a product of the 
now notorious 2009 Anti-homosexuality Bill.

There are numerous studies attempting to make sense of the 2009 attempt to 
reform the Ugandan penal code and the events that led to the dismissal of the 
Anti-homosexuality Act a few months after it was passed in 2013. Research 
endeavors have explored the particularities of domestic power dynamics in 
Ugandan politics paving the way for the legal reforms (Bompani & Valois, 
2017; Nyanzi & Karamagi, 2015) including political actors’ manipulation of anti- 
homosexuality sentiments to create artificial scapegoats in a time of social 
anxieties (Tamale, 2012). Although the role of transnational religious norm 
entrepreneurs’ opportunistic courting of political actors played a role (Kaoma, 
2013, 2014; Oliver, 2013, Wahab, 2016), it is also important to recognize 
domestic actors, most notably Roman Catholic Church in Uganda and the 
Anglican Church of Uganda’s normative influence on public opinions on same- 
sex desires (Ward, 2015). Other works have focused on unpacking state-sanction 
homophobia and the Anti-homosexuality Bill’s from a legal perspective 
(Johnson, 2015; Tamale, 2009), and its implications on Uganda’s international 
human rights commitments (Englander, 2011), as well as negative impact on 
international relations, including donor relations (Moreau & Currier, 2018; 
Saltnes & Thiel, 2021). Several studies have explored socio-cultural aspects and 
in particular heteronormative ideals, which can explain why anti-homosexual 
rhetoric appear to resonate with Ugandan publics (Boyd, 2013; Sadgrove, 
Vanderbeck, Andersson, Valentine, & Ward, 2012), as well as the same sex 
desiring individuals precarious existence in the wake of the Bill (Nyanzi, 2013; 

JOURNAL OF HOMOSEXUALITY 3



Peters, 2014). In short, the overlapping factors and processes behind the relative 
recent rise in homophobic sentiments and subsequent attempts to strip the 
LGBT+ community of rights have received extensive attention.

Even if the Anti-homosexuality Act was successfully challenged in the 
Constitutional Court in 2014; the court did not address the substantive issues, 
i.e. criminalization of same-sex desires. The legal victory in 2014 did thus not 
bring about a change in preexisting homophobic attitudes, or result in 
a decrease in discrimination and marginalization of LGBT+. With 96% of 
the Ugandan population stating that homosexuality should not be accepted by 
society, public opinions on LGBT+ rights are almost universally negative 
(Adamczyk, 2017). The pervasive negative attitudes combined with crimina-
lization have also create as climate of fear of association where family mem-
bers, friends, coworkers, neighbors will exclude or even banish suspected 
homosexuals from the family, neighborhood, and/or community. UNHCR 
and other service providers noted an unprecedented exodus of Ugandan 
LGBT+ asylum seeker in the aftermath of the passing of the Anti- 
homosexuality Act, and estimated that at least 400 LGBT+ Ugandans sought 
safety in Kenya between January 2014 and February 2015 (Zomorodi, 2015).

The protracted and acrimonious public debate on the Bill, which was 
dominated by its proponents (Namusoga, 2017; Strand, 2011, 2012) 
appear to have embolden and legitimizing homophobic forces in the 
country, and levels of persecution increased, including the number of 
hate crimes in the direct aftermath of the Bill being introduced 
(Englander, 2011). Amnesty International (2014) attribute the increase of 
hate crimes to perpetrators feeling empowered to enforce the spirit of the 
law. The Anti-homosexuality Bill also led to a crack-down on safe spaces 
in Uganda and increased the risks connected with public displays of non- 
conforming sexual preferences and gender identities, as well as manifest-
ing physically as a community (Human Rights Watch, 2014, Thapa, 2015). 
The Bill thus renewed the need for adopting a strategy of invisibility, 
a strategy that has historically and across contexts, provided varying 
degrees of protection against violence for individuals falling outside het-
eronormative and/or gender expectations (Wilkinson, 2017). After the 
introduction of the Bill, many LGBT+ reported modifying their attire 
and behavior in public to masquerade non-conformity to avoid detection 
and hate crimes (Amnesty International, 2014). Local human rights orga-
nizations, such as the umbrella organization Sexual Minorities Uganda 
(SMUG) and our partner organization (here anonymized for ethical rea-
sons) all testified to a strategy of low public visibility in times of increased 
hostilities (personal communication in 2016 and 2019). Ten years later, 
community members still face high levels of persecution in physical 
spaces, most notably by law enforcements targeted harassment and/or 
extra-judicial hate crimes (Neiman, 2019). The Covid-pandemic caused 
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a deterioration in the human rights situation for Ugandan LGBT+ and led 
to a rise in homophobic rhetoric and where the LGBT+ community was 
blamed for the disease (Nyoni, 2021). Deterioration also included cases of 
arbitrary arrests where new Covid-19 restriction grants law enforcement 
discretionary power to intervene in the interest of public health (Thomson 
Reuters Foundation, 2020).

In conclusion, hate crimes, appear to have increased after the introduction 
of the Anti-homosexuality Bill and become more socially acceptable. Human 
rights violations perpetrated against Ugandan LGBT+ individuals range from 
“physical threats, violent attacks, torture, arrest, blackmail, non-physical 
threats, press intrusion, state prosecution, termination of employment, loss 
of physical property, harassment, eviction, mob justice, and family banish-
ment” (Sexual Minority Uganda, 2016).

Non-sexuality and gender related legal structures adding insult to injury

Besides the existing legal framework that renders LGBT+ vulnerable to human 
rights abuse, the Ugandan context contains additional laws that increases 
LGBT+ individuals’ vulnerability. The Anti-pornography Act of 2014, and 
The Ugandan Computer Misuse Act of 2011, both impact Ugandan LGBT+ 
and grants the Ugandan state far reaching discretionary power to control and 
restrict citizens’ expression. The Anti-pornography Act states that pornogra-
phy is “any representation through publication, exhibition, cinematography, 
indecent show, information technology, or by whatever means, of a person 
engaged in real or stimulated explicit sexual activities or any representation of 
the sexual parts of a person for primarily sexual excitement.” With such 
a broad definition, private sexual communication could easily be the subject 
of legal repercussions (Human Rights Awareness and Promotion Forum 
(HRAPF), 2017).

The Computer Misuse Act of 2011, section 24 criminalizes cyber harass-
ment, which is defined as a person using a computer ‘to make any request, 
suggestion or proposal which may be treated as obscene and indecent by the 
recipient of the message”. Section 25 of the same act also criminalizes offensive 
communication, which is defined as intentionally and repeatedly using elec-
tronic communication to disturb or attempt to disturb the peace, quiet or right 
of privacy of any person without purpose of legitimate communication. The 
vagueness of the wording and how to legally determine whose peace is 
disturbed by a certain material makes the offense unpredictable, “and gives 
law enforcer the discretion to pick and choose what qualifies as offensive” and 
ultimately who to prosecute and charge (HRAPF, 2017, p. 8). Albeit these laws 
are relatively new, there are indications that the Computer Misuse Act is being 
used to target LGBT+. The Human Rights Awareness and Promotion Forum 

JOURNAL OF HOMOSEXUALITY 5



(HRAPF, 2017) identifies two cases where LGBT+ were charged under section 
25 for sending text messages and posting photos on Facebook that are labeled 
as an attempt to disturb the peace.

The role of digital tools and spaces for the LGBT+ community

In an environment that renders Ugandan LGBT+ individuals vulnerable to 
a range of human rights abuses, digital networking spaces, most notably social 
media, holds a promise of temporary refuge. Social media offers users the 
opportunity create affinity spaces, which can be used for fulfilling a variety of 
needs.

Social media’s potential to support social change is often attributed to the 
spaces’ affordances. Affordances include key functions such as self-controlled 
visibility; persistence or permanence of information (i.e. user-generated content 
remains forever accessible); editability (i.e., editing of a communicative act before, 
as well as after it is viewed by others); and association between individuals and/or 
individuals and content (Treem & Leonardi, 2013). Digital spaces provide the 
users an alternative space where they can hide from behind a protective wall of 
anonymity, and curiously investigate non-heterosexual preferences, explore self- 
expressions, and find accepting and welcoming communities as well as ask 
questions and make social mistakes without risking immediate physical harm. 
Digital networking spaces could thus potentially serve as “a queer safe space” 
(Pascar, Hartal & David, 2018).

Beyond satisfying individuals’ needs for identity play, exploration of sexual 
orientation, seeking and giving social support to community members without 
having to enter a physical space; digital arenas also play a key role in organized 
resistance against structural injustices and human rights abuse (Dencik & 
Leistert, 2015, Guo & Saxton, 2020). Social media allows LGBT+ activists 
across the world to, despite a shoestring budget, pursue sustained advocacy 
for de-criminalization, anti-discrimination policies, and greater societal accep-
tance (Currier & Moreau, 2016; Edenborg, 2020; Oluoch & Tabengwa, 2017). 
In conclusion, given the community’s lack of access to physical and traditional 
media spaces, social media are uniquely positioned to significantly support the 
Ugandan LGBT+ community’s needs

Historically, Ugandan mainstream media’s coverage of LGBT+ rights 
advocacy has ranged from blatantly discriminatory, to ambivalent, to 
active silencing (Namusoga, 2017; Strand, 2018). In a regional compar-
ison, Ugandan mainstream media was found to contain significant higher 
levels of discriminatory, stereotypical, sensational, moralizing language, 
than the other surveyed countries (Pellot, 2020). With Ugandan public 
discourse producing spaces, such as public spaces and mainstream media 
inaccessible to LGBT advocacy, digital communication and media plays 
a crucial role for the community. Digital spaces allow Ugandan LGBT+ to 
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engage in human rights advocacy and dissemination of counter-narratives 
which addresses the persistent misrepresentations and dehumanizing nar-
ratives of Ugandan LGBT+ (Svensson & Strand, 2018), even if later 
studies indicate that these platforms are under utilized (Strand & 
Svensson, 2019). Valois (2015) finds that the Internet provides LGBT+ 
bloggers a space where they can challenge heteronormative dogmas that 
dominate the Ugandan public sphere. The anonymity that the digital 
provides for, makes the site a relative “safe space” for Ugandan bloggers 
(Valois, 2015).

Bryan (2019) argues that Uganda’s digital queer spaces, regardless of being 
“private” or “public” are to be regarded as counterpublics, where the latter is 
a response to the dominant publics’ failure to provide spaces for the “Others.” 
Bryan’s (2019) ethnographic work finds that digital media allows for and facilitates 
the formation of a Ugandan queer counterpublic, where its inhabitants experience 
a relative freedom in being “deviant” and provide a space for meeting social, 
cultural, and economic needs. Amoedo (2021) arrives at a similar conclusion and 
argues that Facebook constitutes a “subaltern counterpublic” in the Ugandan 
context. Fraser (1990, p. 67) defines subaltern publics a “parallel discursive arenas 
where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter dis-
courses, which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of 
their identities, interests, and needs.” Facebook is a key for Uganda LGBT+ to 
express same-sex desires, creating and sharing life narratives, and provide social 
support to each other as they navigate same-sex desires in a repressive context.

Despite multiple studies attesting to the importance of digital spaces 
in the Ugandan context, they are not unproblematic. There is limited 
understanding of how structural vulnerabilities invade and distort the 
digital realm’s multiple affordances. Amoedo’s (2021) study of Ugandan 
gay CIS-men on Facebook indicates that the interviewees were acutely 
aware of their vulnerability and took several steps to decrease risk 
associated with a gay digital life. The Facebook users had adopted 
a range of safety measures to avoid detection and potential subsequent 
harassment and/or arrest. Safety measure included but not limited to 
using pseudonyms and false profile pictures, testing new contact’s 
knowledge of the local gay slang, and ability to name of gay night 
clubs, as well as two-step verification through mutual friends.

A situated approach as an analytical point of departure

Both authors have spent years following and engaging with the Ugandan LGBT+ 
community’s human rights struggle, and therefore established a range of relation-
ships, including with that of a “critical reference group” (Wadsworth, 1998), 
consisting of a local LGBT+ organization. The research has been carried out 
with the full support of the organization (name removed for ensuring anonymity). 
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By drawing upon a critical reference group as a source of verification of analysis, we 
hope to ground the analysis in local realities that may be only partially available to 
outsiders.

This study departs analytically form a situated approach, which entails 
drawing upon the socio-historical, geographical, and cultural contexts, includ-
ing social and power relations in the analysis of empirical material. 
Situatedness has a history in feminist thinking, emphasizing how knowledge 
and power inequalities are situated in the different contexts women find 
themselves in (Haraway, 1991). People are beings in a situation, “rooted in 
temporal-spatial conditions which mark them and which they also mark” 
(Freire, 1996, p. 90). Situatedness underlines how particular situations give 
rise to particular vulnerabilities in which the contextual and the interpersonal 
interplay in intricate ways. By drawing inspiration from the concept of situat-
edness, the authors acknowledge that exploration and understanding of social 
phenomena are intertwined with participants’ interpretative schemes, that is, 
the set of assumptions, values, expectations, and frames of reference that allow 
the person or group to assign meaning to everyday experiences. Through 
a situated approach, the study aims to reflect and emphasize that Ugandan 
LGBT+ individuals’ experiences of hate crimes online can only be understood 
in the broader context of Ugandan heteronormative regimes and decades of 
state-sanctioned discrimination. Experiences of digital vulnerabilities are thus 
a unique product of the Ugandan contexts’ particularities in terms of its 
intersecting axis of oppression. The empirical material is thus made sense of 
through and together with, as well as primarily meaningful within the specific 
circumstances of Uganda.

Furthermore, a situated approach denotes a temporal aspect. Besides 
the fact that digital experiences are situated in a network of entangled 
structural influences, experiences are also situated in time, that is, there 
is a temporal aspect. A situated approach thus calls for being mindful of 
how persecution shifts over time as a consequence of domestic elites’ 
rhetoric, alterations in the legal framework, and level of enforcement of 
existing frameworks, as well as international relations, including trans-
national norm entrepreneurs and donors.

Method, empirical data, and analytical process

With the Ugandan context’s multi-layered structural vulnerability thor-
oughly attended to, we now turn to the empirical material. The empirical 
material consists of multiple sources, ranging from ethnographic fieldwork 
in 2016, workshop material from a workshop on digital security in early 
2019, and interviews with LGBT+ individuals in 2020. The research thus 
draws on material collected over the course of 4 years. With the initial 
fieldwork from 2016 conducted for slightly different purposes, this study’s 
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emphasis lies primarily with the semi-structured interviews that was con-
ducted in 2020. In the interest of transparency, it should be mentioned that 
the interview study was part of a larger participatory action-oriented 
research project that was developed together with the local partner organi-
zation (name removed for ensuring anonymity) and funded by the Swedish 
Institute 2019–2021. Each set of the empirical material is described in 
greater detail below.

Field work 2016—First signals from the field

During ethnographic fieldwork among LGBT+ individuals in the capital 
region, it was noted that digital spaces were far from unproblematic. 
This material consists of six in-depth interviews, observations, and 
informal conversations at a weekly gay bar, as well as other meeting 
places in and around Kampala. Although the field study had a different 
focus, a by-product was participants’ narratives indicating that social 
media spaces was far from the reprieve for a hostile environment 
many expected and hoped for. These early signs of increased vulner-
ability to hate crimes were explored further in 2019 and resulted in 
project with a participatory action research component. The project 
aimed at creating a better understanding of the extent and develop 
awareness raising activities to strengthen the LGBT+ understanding of 
digital security and promote safer practices. Funding was secured, and 
the project commenced in 2019.

Digital security workshop in 2019—Responses from LGBT+ community

In February 2019, the partner organization conducted a digital security work-
shop, which invited 15 LGBT+ peer educators and community activists from 
different parts of Uganda to strengthen the participants’ awareness and under-
standing of, as well as skills to promote safer digital practices. Empirical 
material primarily consists of the workshop report (compiled by the partner 
organization). The workshop report contained details on participants’ experi-
ences of digital vulnerabilities, and workshop outcomes such as counterstra-
tegies to decrease vulnerability to hate crimes. The workshop material was 
supplemented with an hour long semi-structured qualitative interview over 
skype with the partner organization’s lead training officer to capture the 
organization’s understanding of the community’s overall digital literacy, 
scope of security concerns, and sense of urgency. The interview also focused 
on exploring the partner organization’s understanding of how security issues 
were impacting the community more broadly. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed.

JOURNAL OF HOMOSEXUALITY 9



Interview study of 2020

The primary corpus for this paper consists of 13 structured interviews con-
ducted in mid-2020 at four different sites, in Kampala, Eastern, Bunyoro 
Kitara Region and the Central Regions of Uganda. Recruitment into the 
study was done by the partner organization, using a broad set of criteria: self- 
identifying as part of the LGBT+ community, regular presence on digital 
networking spaces, having at least one personal experience of hate crime 
online. That is, having experiences of crimes, that were attributed to sexual 
orientation, and/or non-conforming gender identity/display. Hate crime 
includes a broad range of crimes such as verbal hostilities such as hate speech, 
harassment, blackmail and threats of violence outside digital spaces. Due to 
the Covid pandemic, data collection was conducted entirely by the partner 
organization mid-June to mid-August 2020.

Interviews were structured by an interview guide that was developed in 
close consultation with the partner organization, and pre-tested on two LGBT 
+ persons, representing either a rural (Bunyoro Kitara Region) or urban area 
(Kampala). Interviews covered four broad themes: the interviewee’s sense of 
safety in online environments, experiences of hate crimes, impact of hate 
crimes, and if experiences had triggered the individual to adopt strategies to 
decrease risks. All interviews were recorded.

An ethical review protocol was developed jointly with the partner organiza-
tion prior to data collection to ensure that data collection and handling 
complied with ethical standards for social science. All participants were 
informed beforehand on the study’s objectives that participation was volun-
tary and that a participant could withdraw at any moment without giving 
a reason. A standard consent form was used to document participants’ con-
sent. The form was provided both as a print-out document and communicated 
verbally at the sites of the interviews. All participants were also guaranteed full 
anonymity. We have also chosen not to disclose the name of our partner 
organization as we deem this of minor importance for the interpretation of the 
results and conclusion of this article.

Analytical process of field notes, workshop material, and interviews

As the research draws on material collected over the course of four years and 
where the initial fieldwork was conducted for different purposes, emphasis lies on 
the semi-structured interviews that were conducted in 2020. Early field notes was 
primarily used as a reference point to establish the existence and prevalence of the 
phenomena already in 2016. Workshop material and interview with staff sought to 
further explore the contours of hate crimes in digital environments, and the LGBT 
+ community’s response to this emerging threat. Both sets of historical material 
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were analyzed using an open content analysis, and where accounts were read 
together with additional historical and contextual information, to develop an 
understanding of the emergence of the phenomena.

Interview data was processed at two levels. The first surface level focused on 
mapping the presences and extent of vulnerability. The analysis sought to 
identify common themes in the interviewees personal descriptions of experi-
ences of online hate crimes. All interviews were analyzed deploying a process 
of iterative reading, parallel annotations, and construction of overarching 
themes. The following themes emerged in the process of capturing the core 
of the stories: the enemy within, banal crimes with devastating consequences, 
self-incrimination, and finally, development and adoption of risk mitigating 
strategies.

The second level of the analysis entailed a process of further development of 
the themes using an abductive analysis, where reviewed research functioned as 
a dialogue partner to understand Ugandan LGBT+ individuals’ experiences of 
hate crimes triggered by digital activities. In the light of previous research’s 
pre-occupation with digital tools as predominantly empowering, the under-
standing of digital spaces as inherently precarious in the Ugandan context 
emerged slowly. The analysis sought to interpret the participants’ narratives 
and understandings of their experience online, together with existing histor-
ical and contextual information on LGBT+ structural vulnerability in Uganda. 
The analysis thus sought to broaden and move beyond the individual perspec-
tives of the survivors of hate crimes, and develop a deeper understanding of 
vulnerability as a consequence of contextual factors invading digital spaces.

It should be noted that because of the Covid pandemic, the authors 
were not able to be present during any of the interviews due to the 
ongoing Covid19 pandemic, and thus relied entirely on the audio- 
recordings.

Findings—Digital spaces as a source of increased vulnerability

The results of the exploration of Ugandan LGBT+ experiences of online hate 
crime follow a chronological order dating back to 2016. The analysis of how 
structural vulnerabilities embedded in a repressive context disrupt and plague 
life in digital spaces is, however, primarily grounded in the 2020 material.

Early signs of hate crimes in the digital realm

Field notes from 2016 contained some of the earliest reports indicating that 
digital spaces were far from benevolent. While the material was dominated by 
narratives underlining the importance of digital spaces in the aftermath of the 
Anti-homosexuality Bill, field notes also contained details indicating digital 
practices increased vulnerability to hate crimes.

JOURNAL OF HOMOSEXUALITY 11



One gay man in the capital region described an experience of having 
agreed to a date with what he thought was a potential sex partner, only 
to be met by a police officer. The Human Rights Awareness and 
Promotion Forum (HRAPF) fortunately had a hotline set up to which 
he called and managed to get access to legal assistance. Our partner 
organization underlined that especially in the rural parts of the country, 
where HRAPF services are not as widely known or accessible, arrests of 
LGBT+ persons after being solicited online was a growing problem using 
digital dating services to arrange for dates/meetings. The partner orga-
nization corroborated the involvement of law-enforcement in solicitation 
of LGBT+ individuals in attempt to arrest and/or blackmail.

Although informants relied heavily on digital spaces to share informa-
tion and resources, as well as socialize including dating; informants in 
particular warned against naïve usage of popular dating applications, as 
these had been known to also be used by common criminals to identify 
and locate victims to blackmail. It also became clear that Ugandan LGBT 
+, especially in the capital region, were slowly adopting what could be 
labeled a two-step authentication procedure. This entailed, never agree 
to meet with an unknown individual, unless the person was authenti-
cated and vouched for by another trusted source (Svensson & Strand, 
2018).

Emerging vulnerability and community responses

Security in digital spaces continued to surface as a concern both for 
individual members and community organization. Peer educators working 
in and outside Kampala, noted that when phones and computers were 
being stolen, which happened relatively frequently in all parts of Uganda; 
thieves would use the material they found in the stolen hardware to 
“blackmail and hunt us around” (interview with training officer). 
Furthermore, the multiple socio-cultural normative regimes and legal 
structures made it impossible for LGBT+ to report the theft and claim 
ownership of the stolen property, as it also entailed claiming ownership of 
any self-incriminating visual material. Ordinary thieves had thus devel-
oped a practice of utilizing factors in the environment to engage in a side- 
business to property theft, namely risk-free blackmail.

Ordinary theft was, however, not the only problem. Similar to the 
single story from 2016 that implicated the Ugandan police, the partner 
organization had noticed that law enforcement officers were starting to 
regularly demand to see the content of phones of LGBT+ individuals.
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“we had reports on that members being arrested, and forced to produce their phones 
because they were looking for information about homosexuality . . . we tell them if they are 
being arrested, or in danger of being arrested by the police, find out how you can get rid of 
your phone, because they will make you open it to see the pictures, to see the people you 
communicate with” 

(interview with training officer).

The partner organization also noticed that police officers across Uganda 
appeared to be under the impression that the Anti-homosexuality Act of 
2014 was still in effect. They acted under the belief that they had jurisdiction 
to search for incriminating digital evidence. They would thus upon arrest 
quickly demand access to the individual’s phone and in particular want access 
to images, as “that is the only witness, they would find . . . at the end of the day 
people are being put in cells because their phones can get them there” (inter-
view with training officer).

In response to security issues emerging as a real threat to a key infra-
structure to the LGBT+ community; the partner organization organized 
a workshop for peer educators in February 2019 to explore the community’s 
exposure to risks in digital environment and to increase risk awareness as 
well as strengthen peer educators’ capacity to promote safer digital practices. 
The workshop emphasized raising awareness in rural areas as it had noticed 
that members in the rural areas had significant lower digital literacy. Rural 
members quickly learnt how to use various applications Facebook, 
WhatsApp, Instagram, but have low understanding of how these spaces 
also created digital footprints that if ending up in the wrong hands, could 
be a legal liability.

Unpacking LGBT+ vulnerability in digital spaces: Introducing internal 
threats

The 2020 interviews sought to deepen our understanding of experience of hate 
crimes and online vulnerability in the Ugandan context. With earlier fieldwork 
indicating the importance of factoring in the context’s repressive structures, 
the interview study sought to explore the contextual factors’ impact more 
closely.

All 13 interviewees were survivors and had first-hand experiences of hate 
crimes facilitated by digital tools. Moreover, all survivors had secondhand 
experiences of hate crimes. Almost all interviewees report having encountered 
cyberstalking, that is the use of the Internet or other digital communication 
means to stalk/follow/monitor an individual. Ten of the 13 also report having 
encountered cyber bullying; that is, the use of instant messaging, social media, 
e-mail, and other forms of online communication to haunt/threat/intimidate. 
A handful of individuals had also experienced sextortion, that is, when an 

JOURNAL OF HOMOSEXUALITY 13



individual is persuaded to send pictures, and/or undress in front of a webcam, 
and/or persuaded to engage in sexual acts in front of webcams, and where the 
material is later used for blackmail.

You can run, but you cannot hide . . .

Albeit legal discrimination has been part of the Ugandan context for decades, 
the protracted and acrimonious debate around the Anti-homosexuality Bill in 
which elite actors de-humanized LGBT+ and rejected the notion of equal 
rights as well as framed the community as a threat to society; led to an overall 
deterioration in the human rights situation for LGBT+. Physical spaces 
became significantly more dangerous to enter unless non-conforming sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity was successfully concealed. Against the 
backdrop of intensified repression, digital spaces were ideal to take refuge 
from discrimination and abuse, including hate crimes.

The interview material does, however, indicate that refuge was not to be 
found. In addition to previous types of systematic harassment perpetrated by 
members of the public, state actors, most notably law enforcement, blackmail 
from common thieves, hate crimes were also committed by a different and 
unexpected set of actors. According to some of the hate crime survivors, 
vulnerability in the digital realm is not primarily a result of ideologically 
motivated trolls or law enforcement agents trawling the net. Contrary to 
what could be expected, LGBT+ individuals’ vulnerability was most often 
not the result of an outside intruder hunting them online. Instead, the inter-
views repeatedly stated that hate crimes often originated from a crime pas-
sionnel, that is, (ex)partners or friends who choose to disseminate private 
material to individuals outside the LGBT+ community after a breakup or 
falling out. Dissemination of private and/or compromising material was 
often, but not always, combined with attempts at blackmailing. Excerpts 
from four different interviews illustrate the phenomena.

It was my boyfriend who used to work in xx company, who got jealous when he saw that 
I was getting close to another guy. So he decided to release all my information on 
a WhatsApp group . . . I tried to reach out to him and apologize. But he requested that 
I give him money to not share my information. He went on and shared it . . . and have now 
learnt to never share nude pictures

My ex -boyfriend shared my private information with my family. I was then called to 
a family meeting to defend myself. I was also arrested because of this, but bailed out. I have 
been blackmailed many times because of this.

I posted a picture on my Facebook, and then someone writes “what are you showing, you 
Lesbian?”.” The picture and comment were screenshot and shared on my family WhatsApp 
group. The family then called a family meeting where I tried to defend myself.
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My girlfriend’s pictures were somehow leaked to the Red Pepper (Ugandan tabloid paper 
that often outs suspected LGBT+ individuals on their front page, authors remark). In the 
pictures we were together. We were very shocked. People started calling us homosexuals 
and we had to get offline. But people continue calling us homosexuals

In a different context, a compromising picture and/or message, may be 
embarrassing or humiliating, and even result in a scandal. But in Uganda 
the easy-to-commit crime—breach of privacy—can have devastating and long- 
term consequences for the victim. An outing of an LGBT+ as a revengeful 
response to something so banal as breakup or disagreement often had detri-
mental consequences for the individuals. A thoughtlessness dissemination of 
private material can lead to the destruction of a life. One of our interviewees 
was raped as a consequence of being outed, and another was forced to leave the 
country and flea to Kenya after being outed, as shown in the two excerpts 
below.

I had a friend that I used to chat with for a really long time. and I send him nude pictures. 
When things didn’t go well, he shared them on Facebook . . . after the material was shared 
on Facebook I was raped.

A son of a neighbor saw me on a Facebook page. After he saw the picture, he started rumors 
on me being gay . . . I fled to Kenya to seek asylum because of this.

Exposure of private digital material may thus not only result in arrest, black-
mail, and/or physical violence, but lead to being socially ostracized from 
family and kin networks, as well as loss of employment. In a context where 
marginalization limits your social and economic opportunities and freedoms, 
social isolation often has devastating consequences. Ugandan LGBT+ digital 
life, even in closed communities are thus precarious, and especially in the cases 
where the individual is unaware of or lacks the skills to limit digital footprints 
that is inevitably left behind.

A third theme is how the digital footprints of a Ugandan LGBT+ create 
a repository of self-incriminating material. Digital spaces and the digital 
footprints that is generated, creates new types of vulnerability, when they 
intersect with the Ugandan contexts. When digital spaces are embedded in a 
context that celebrates heteronormative ideals, to the point that other social 
constellations and activities are cause for persecution, the digital footprints 
may be a source of increased vulnerability. The Anti-Pornography Act of 2014, 
and The Ugandan Computer Misuse act of 2011, which provides law enforcers 
nebulous reach, puts most LGBT+ at risk of criminal charges. The Ugandan 
contexts makes many digital footprints a potential legal liability and digital 
spaces becomes a hazardous place.

The partner organization emphasizes the role digital footprints play in the 
Ugandan context and recognizes they have become more digitally savvy to 
counter the risks that digital life introduces. Police officers are focused on 
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gaining access to the suspected LGBT+ digital archives in order to collect 
evidence and as a mode to identify other “suspects” through the address books. 
The partner organization conclude that Ugandan law officers now knows what 
they are looking for.

We tell our members in the case that you are being arrested, or you are in the danger of an 
arrestment, find a way to get rid of your phone. Because they now know that that there is 
The (Interviewee emphasis) evidence. If you open your phone, they will ask to see the 
pictures, see the videos, see the chat and who you are communicating with. This is how they 
find other people (Training officer partner organizations, 2020).

So unless the users take great care to prevent the collection, storage off, LGBT+ 
user will be compiling a dossier of self-incriminating evidence. In a different 
context, digital footprints of an LGBT+ individual socializing, flirting, dating, or 
supporting a human rights organization would have been of limited interest to 
a scorned ex-lover, friend, employer, landlord/lady, and law enforcement. In 
Uganda, however, it increases the risk of being a victim of a hate crime with no 
real expiration date.

Resilience and risk mitigation strategies

All the interviewees mentioned that they have adopted some practices to lessen 
the vulnerabilities that digital life in Uganda produces. Almost all interviewees 
report protecting their hardware, which predominantly is a phone, with 
a password, which creates an initial barrier should the phone be stolen or 
seized by the police. About half of the interviewees report concealing their 
identity as a safe practice, and combining it with identity-play, which entailed 
masking one’s identity by altering descriptive facts and even constructing 
another identity when socializing with someone new. There is an understand-
ing that visuals may be a liability, which has led to practices of cropping out or 
blurring the face on visual material that may be compromising, but that still 
allows users to share visual material. Other strategies entailed researching new 
contacts and block unsolicited contact attempts from strangers. Several also 
used some sort of two-step-authentications process, where an unknown indi-
vidual had to be authenticated by a trusted source. The practice of verifying the 
identity of a new contact was found in the 2016 Kampala study, and appear to 
be a fairly well-established practice in the capital region. The two-step authen-
tication is however dependent on that the individual is connected to a LGBT+ 
community. All interviewees used a range of adaptive skills but recognize that 
countermeasures are not an impenetrable defense against hate crimes. 
Nevertheless, the range of risk-mitigating addressing their vulnerabilities in 
the Ugandan context indicating that the LGBT+ community is adapting to the 
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realities of their type of vulnerability online and developing what could be 
termed situated digital literacy (a concept we return to in the concluding 
discussion below).

With digital spaces essential for personal and intra-community commu-
nication and organized resistance against oppression and contextual factors 
likely to remain, developing situated digital literacy, which departs from the 
specific realities of oppression in Uganda, may turn out to be essential for 
increasing LGBT+ individuals’ safety.

Concluding discussion: Toward a situated digital literacy

The study’s findings indicate that hate crimes in digital spaces are not isolated 
to the digital realm, but frequently materialize in the offline world and subse-
quently plagues both worlds. Digital spaces in the Ugandan context are thus, as 
indicated in the introduction, potentially problematic spaces, at least if you 
belong to the country’s LGBT+ community. Drawing on empirical material 
covering 4 years, 2016–2020, consistently indicates that Ugandan LGBT+ are 
vulnerable to hate crimes in both worlds, not because their digital practices in 
themselves are problematics, but because the surrounding society enables and 
promotes persecution.

It could be argued that digital spaces increase Ugandan LGBT+ vulnerabil-
ity to hate crimes, simply by offering perpetrators new opportunities and more 
convenient tools for threats and harassment. This study does, however, argue 
that increased vulnerability is far more complex. LGBT+ vulnerability in 
digital spaces is intimately interlinked and inseparable from the Ugandan 
context’s intersecting systems of oppression, most notably the heteronorma-
tive normative regimes codified in the Ugandan legal system that organize and 
legitimatize repression of non-conforming sexuality and gender identities. In 
an environment where hate crimes against LGBT+ are state-sanctioned, 
socially acceptable and offer default impunity to perpetrators, digital spaces 
could only be a safe space if digital boards were indeed impenetrable. Digital 
spaces in Uganda are thus not queer safe space (as it is suggested by Pascar, 
Hartal & David, 2018). On the contrary, in Uganda, oppression knows no 
boarders and that includes digital boarders.

The results also underscore that digital spaces, the opportunities, and 
vulnerabilities social media use give rise to need to be be approached and 
studied and using a situated lens. Simplified claims about digital arenas as 
inherently empowering need to be refuted, as many before we also have 
argued. Social media platforms should be approached as sites of with logics 
and affordances of their own (Svensson & Strand, 2018), which intersects with 
other media platforms and communication traditions in a hybridized 
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(Chadwick, 2013) and ecological (Treré & Mattoni, 2015) fashion. A situated 
approach also calls attention to the importance of understanding temporal 
fluctuation.

Situadness also plays a key role in developing contextually appropriate 
countermeasures to decrease vulnerability to hate crimes. With heteronorma-
tive regimes and repressive legal frameworks likely to remain in place for the 
foreseeable future, digital literacy becomes a key tool to reduce vulnerability. 
Digital literacy is commonly understood as an individual’s ability to find, 
critically evaluate, and clearly communicate information on various digital 
platforms. It has also been argued that digital literacy can benefit greatly from 
adopting a critical perspective (Pötzsch, 2019; Vuorikariet et al., 2016). Future 
risk mitigating strategies undoubtedly need to include efforts to expand the 
community’s situated digital literacy. In Uganda situated digital literacy must 
include an understanding of that safety online is precarious and conditioned 
on the individual’s digital practices and management of risk factors. A situated 
digital literacy entails gaining critical awareness of the compounding factors 
making them vulnerable in the digital realm, including the lesser-known and 
discussed phenomena of intra-community perpetrators. Albeit discussing the 
existence of intra-community perpetrators may be a sensitive topic, it never-
theless needs to be acknowledged in order to develop appropriate safer 
practices. Furthermore situated digital literacy should arguably also highlight 
how life online indivertibly creates digital footprints, through data saved in 
online dating applications, messages from a (same sex) partner, a saved pic-
ture, etc., and unless hardware and stored information are properly protected, 
these traces render the individual vulnerable to hate crime and/or legal actions.

Finally, it is important to highlight that although this study explored LGBT 
+ individuals’ experience of hate crimes and how the Ugandan context exa-
cerbated vulnerability in digital spaces, it is important to acknowledge that 
descriptions of participants that might make them come across as victims in 
this study, are also resilient survivors. The story of LGBT+ individuals in 
Uganda is also that of fearlessness and bravery, organizing pride parades, 
refusing to be silenced or shamed, running clinics providing essential sexual 
reproductive health services in a country where they risk being harassed, 
jailed, and persecuted and subjugated to extra-judicial violence, including 
mob killings. The director of our partner organization, for example, was 
severely injured in an attack at home, which required prolonged hospital 
treatment and even longer convalescence. Still, she returned to her office and 
tirelessly continues her work for equal rights for LGBT+. She is not alone. 
Despite the prevalence of hate crimes in the digital and physical world, the 
community continues to explore how digital spaces can contribute to 
strengthen their community, explore their sexuality, and doing so as safely 
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as possible. It is our hope that our research can play a role, albeit a very small 
one, in this important work.
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