The language of
equality, diversity and
human rights

In the spring of 2025, the New York Times published an article titled “These
Words Are Disappearing in the New Trump Administration”. It contained
a list of around 200 words that the government had flagged to be avoided
or limited in use. The list was compiled based on government memos, which
ordered the removal of some terms from government websites and advised
caution in the use of others. We are publishing the NYT’s complete list of
200 words in alphabetical order. What kind of words are they? Ranging from
“accessible”to “women and underrepresented’, they are familiar to all those
whose job it is to promote and protect human rights in accordance with
the United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), whether in NGOs or national and international governments.

Some of these terms appear in the titles of legally binding international trea-
ties, while others are used in their subject matter. Binding treaties set out
obligations for states. Together with non-binding declarations and resolu-
tions, they inform the interpretation of human rights and, at the same time,
provide a basis for international law and the work of multilateral organiza-
tions. It is worth taking a closer look at how some of these terms are used.

The foundation was laid in 1948, when the United Nations General Assem-
bly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It states: “All are
equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal
protection of the law” (Article 7). The term “equal” is one of the UDHR’s core
legal concepts and is widely cited across UN practice. In 1966 these prin-
ciples were further elaborated in the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (CCPR) and in the International Covenant of Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (CESCR), including non-discrimination, freedom from
discrimination, the right to equality between men and women, freedom
from slavery and many others.

In 1965 the UN adopted the International Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). In 1979 another landmark
UN treaty was adopted: the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), often referred to as the “inter-
national bill of rights for women®.

The “Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities’, adopted by the UN General Assembly
in 1992 affirms that “persons belonging to minorities have the right to
participate effectively in cultural, religious, social, economic and public life”
and that “states should consider appropriate measures so that persons be-
longing to minorities may participate fully in the economic progress and
development in their country.” Not until 2006 did UN member states ratify
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).

The titles and designations of the UN Special Rapporteurs and Indepen-
dent Experts also prominently feature these terms: Since 1993 the UN has
appointed a Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, since 1994 a Special
Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, and since 2001 a Special
Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples. In 2011, the Human Rights
Council established the mandate of the Independent Expert on the pro-
motion of a democratic and equitable international order and in 2016 the
position of an Independent Expert on protection against violence and dis-
crimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI), who
has been reporting on the human rights situation that LGBT and queer
people are facing.

More technical terms appear in UN treaties, reports and official documents.
To name few out of many, the report titled “Hatred on the basis of religion or
belief” published by the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief,
in 2024 calls to “Encourage interfaith responses for allyship and solidarity
with those who are targeted on grounds of their religion or belief.

The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimi-
nation, xenophobia and related intolerance, wrote in 2019 that “in order for
anti-racism initiatives to be successful, institutional leadership must com-
mit the necessary resources.” In 2020 the report of the Secretary General to
the UN General Assembly on “Implementation of the International Decade
for People of African Descent” stated that “the collection of those data is a
first step towards making visible the challenges faced by communities of
African descent.’

In 2024 that Special Rapporteur published the report “Racism, racial dis-
crimination, xenophobia and related forms of intolerance”, which examined
algorithms and found that a “common form of bias in artificial intelligence
tools arises from the way in which algorithms are designed. If bias is embed-
ded in design choices, an algorithm can contribute to biased outcomes.”
That same year, the Secretary General presented an “overview of actions
undertaken by Member States and the United Nations system to promote
a culture of peace” with one example being: “World leaders, activists and
scholars gathered to discuss methods for promoting mutual respect and
understanding among diverse communities throughout the world”
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Many other reports refer to “equal opportunity’, “injustice”and “exclusion’”.
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Finally, terms such as “accessible’, “advocacy” and “persons belonging”
appear repeatedly throughout the treaties themselves.

KEY ACRONYMS USED ON THE FRONT

BIPOC Black, Indigenous, and People of Color

DEI  Diversity, Equity and Inclusion; framework for
promoting fair representation of historically
disadvantaged groups

GBV gender-based violence

Latinx gender-neutral term for a person of Latin

American origin
LGBT Leshian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender
LGBTQ Leshian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer

Mx gender-neutral form of Mr. or Ms.

Non-binary

gender identity, not exclusively female or male

The pink factor in current
international debates on
human rights

With this poster, we encourage you to read UN texts, learn about UN con-
ventions, follow the work of Special Representatives and other mandate
holders, and actually read their reports. The texts are more accessible than
often assumed. It is heartening to know that international law is on your
side. UN debates and decisions shape international law. In both spoken
and written form, they develop a specific terminology and advance human
rights standards. This dispute over words is a dispute over human rights -
their recognition, scope and implementation.

In December 2025, PEN USA published an expanded list which contains
more than 350 terms. PEN opposes censorship and intimidation by the U.S.
government and reiterates the right to freedom of expression, which is guar-
anteed by the U.S. Constitution and enshrined in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights.

Some of the terms on the other side of this poster such as advocacy, equality,
or social justice go right to the heart of the Hirschfeld-Eddy Foundation’s
“Pink Factor” project. Others such as gender, barrier, or racial justice are
key to alliances, or to debates in specific fields of international coopera-
tion. The terms are used in various contexts. Many are used by social justice
movements worldwide to formulate their concerns. They pertain to climate,
gender, justice, disability, racism, health, diversity, women and marginalized
groups. They are part of the language of NGOs, activism, social struggles
for environmental protection, and struggles for the rights of marginalized
and disadvantaged groups and minorities. Moreover, they are key compo-
nents of scientific terminology in numerous fields such as gender-sensitive
medicine.

At the same time, many of these terms are central to UN debates and UN
conventions, i.e. they are fundamental elements of the language of human
rights and international law. Non-governmental organizations and activists
use them, but so do UN representatives from all member states, whether
in the General Assembly as the collective organ of UN members or in the
Security Council, human rights bodies, and other UN entities.

The impact of words

The UN plays a major role in shaping the language and standards of human
rights work — against racism and in support of the rights of women, queer
people, persons with disabilities and others. We are convinced of the im-
portance of words, and of the relevance of UN resolutions, treaties and the
work and reports of the Special Rapporteurs.

At the UN level, the recent history of emancipation - driven by social move-
ments worldwide - has led to significant progress, including for the human
rights of Black and Indigenous people, of queer people, of women, of peo-
ple with disabilities and other marginalized groups.

UN milestones for LGBTIQ+ people

In 2011, the UN Human Rights Council adopted its first-ever resolution on
human rights and sexual orientation and gender identity, introduced by
South Africa. In 2015, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) released a report entitled “Discrimination and violence against
individuals based on their sexual orientation and gender identity"
In 2016, the UN Human Rights Council mandated the appointment of an
Independent Expert on protection against violence and discrimina-
tion based on sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI).

In 2023, the Independent Expert on SOGI published a report on the impact
of colonialism on LGBTIQ+ people. It argues that 19th-century European
colonialism is one of the root causes of violence and discrimination based
on SOGI in many regions of the world. In 2024, the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil adopted a groundbreaking resolution affirming the rights of intersex
people, put forward by Australia, Chile, Finland and South Africa, entitled
“Combating discrimination, violence and harmful practices against
intersex persons”.

These UN documents are highly relevant for activism and strategic litiga-
tion alike. Their reference lists provide an excellent starting point for further
research and reading. Most importantly, they acknowledge and affirm
LGBTIQ+ people’s dignity and lived experience.
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At the same time, over this period, support for right-wing parties, nation-
alist movements and white-supremacist groups has grown in many liberal
democracies around the world. This indicates parallel developments: there
is progress on the one hand, and a rise in right-wing sentiment and author-
itarianism on the other. We cannot afford to pause our efforts. The human
rights of queer people and other marginalized groups remain at risk, and
each generation must be won over anew for acceptance and respect.

Sense of belonging and the right to be different -
how to build alliances

Cooperation and solidarity are crucial. All studies on how to respond to the
current backlash reveal that alliances are key to defending human rights
and democratic institutions. One recurring conclusion of the “Pink Factor
Project” events is clear: we need to build alliances. Beyond the shared goal
of protecting human rights, two principles are particularly important when
forming alliances:

1) The right to be different:

everyone has the right to be different. The right to be different is the essence
of a democracy based on human rights. It is the right to individuality in the
sense of divergence from the majority.

2) The right to belong:

everyone has the right to belong. The right to belong to those who are al-
lowed to start a family — long impossible for gays, lesbians and trans people.
The right to belong to those who are allowed to go to school - denied to
women and trans people in many countries. The right to belong to those
who are allowed to vote and be elected to office — long prohibited for wom-
en and denied to Black people.

Without both the right to be different and the right to belong, everything
moves toward homogeneity and exclusion. This means we should be willing
and eager to build alliances with people who are different from us — who
have different beliefs, origins, lifestyles or conceptions of nationality, iden-
tity, family, gender or justice. We can build alliances with everyone who
believes we belong. We as queers, we as intersectional beings. In alliances,
it is crucial to understand that belonging to a democratic, human rights-
based alliance also means cultivating the ability to listen. We should be
willing to work in many languages, academic and non-academic alike, and
to respect forms of expression that differ from our own. The path forward
lies not in restricting the language we use, but in expanding it.

Words count: why precision matters

We need to ensure that our language is precise and that we do not adopt
the terms of authoritarians and enemies of democracy. One example is
Russia’s insidious invention of the label “Anti-Propaganda Laws” for requ-
lations that prohibit even neutral, science-based information about the
existence of homosexuality. At their heart, these are anti-LGBTQ and anti-
human rights laws. The “anti-propaganda” law itself is propaganda.

Other examples include politically loaded terms such as “gender ideology”,
“mainstream media” or “state media”. Such labels can have toxic effects by
denouncing academic fields and discrediting quality public media. They
undermine the very idea of fact-based reporting and the concept of truth.

A related issue concerns the notion “anti-gender movement’, meaning a
broad range of anti-human rights activities by state and non-state actors. It
is not a “movement” in the sense of grassroots social mobilization. Rather,
it is a well-funded, anti-democratic project aimed at disrupting debates and
rolling back human-rights standards for women, migrants, minorities and
LGBTIQ+ people. These anti-rights actors are authoritarian-leaning indivi-
duals and groups as well as fundamentalist NGOs. They target UN proce-
dures and deliberately disrupt initiatives supporting access to civil rights
and healthcare as well as sustainable development goals. Russia, the Vatican
and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation act on the same side as North
American private funders affiliated with Christian fundamentalist groups.

Since January 2025 with the inauguration of the second Trump administra-
tion, the United States has sponsored ever more disruptive initiatives in UN
institutions and become a prominent actor in this anti-rights dynamic.

We should not use the language of our adversaries, and we must ensure that
our language is precise. We should resist the spread of falsehoods and dis-
information and avoid adopting terms promoted by enemies of democracy
and pluralism. Instead, we should use — and value - the language of human
rights.
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