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Dr. Alberto Roque, a physician 

in Cuba, has faced few problems 

living as an openly gay man in 

his neighborhood in Havana. But 

he knew his experience was not 

the norm for gays, lesbians and 

transgender people in his ma-

chismo land. 

 

In 2003, Roque began working 

as a gay and transgender activist 

and is now one of Cuba’s best 

known advocates on gender issues and equality. He worked 

with the Cuban National Center for Sex Education from 2003 to 

2013, and in 2010 founded Hombres por la Diversidad, an ad-

vocacy and reflection group. Roque, 44, is in San Francisco this 

week to talk about the challenges facing the LGBT community 

in Cuba. 

 

Q: What got you into this field? 

 

A: I’m a medical doctor. I’m openly gay. I live with my partner 

of 15 years. I was chief of the ER at my hospital in Havana, and 

I didn’t have problems being open. I decided to work on these 

issues because I wanted to help the community, to help people 

whose rights were denied or not recognized. 

 

Q: Is Cuba largely homophobic? 

 

A: People today are more tolerant regarding sexuality and sexu-

al orientation. But discrimination based on gender identity is 

very strong. I would say that Cubans today are more trans-

phobic than homophobic. You see a lot of gay people working 

and living openly. We have neighbors who are gays and lesbi-

ans. There’s progress. 

 

Q: How important has it been to have Mariela Castro – 

daughter of Cuban President Raul Castro and niece of for-

mer President Fidel Castro – as an advocate for gay mar-

riage and transgender equality? 

 

 

 

 

 

A: She’s a congresswoman now. She is an advocate, but she 

doesn’t say she supports gay marriage. The proposal now is for 

gays and lesbians to have the same rights as heterosexual peo-

ple, even if you don’t call it marriage. She’s also about fighting 

other forms of discrimination, such as racial discrimination. 

 

Q: What are some of the gay rights victories in Cuba? 
 

A: There are major victories. The Communist Party and the 

state have recognized sexual orientation and gender identity as 

a source of discrimination. So that’s a big and outstanding is-

sue. This is very good. And the Ministry of Health now recog-

nizes all health care for trans people. All procedures are univer-

sal and free of charge for transsexual people, from medical to 

psychological treatments. 

 

Q: What are the remaining challenges? 

 

A: Marriage for people who are interested in marriage. Another 

issue is for hate crimes to be clearly recognized under the penal 

code. Another issue is the right to adoption in the family code. 

In my opinion, this is very discriminatory. Also, if you are in 

the army and you say you are gay, you will be fired. 

 

Q: What about educational programs? 

 

A: We need to improve education strategies, to have more par-

ticipation of the community, of neighborhoods, concerning gen-

der and sexual identity. You can have a lot of revolutionary 

laws, but if you don’t change people’s minds, it won’t be possi-

ble to really tackle homophobia. We need to erase all sorts of 

discrimination that are still alive in the Cuban way of thinking. 

 

Q: Is Cuba any closer to marriage equality? 

 

A: I don’t think so, yet. Though we are closer in terms of recog-

nizing same-sex unions. There is a lot of opposition from gov-

ernment officials, from churches, and from the Cuban popula-

tion to the marriage of gay, lesbian and transgender people. 

 

Q: What can the LGBT community of San Francisco learn 

from your story? And what can Cuba learn from San Fran-

cisco? 

 

A: There is a lot of misinformation about what is going on in 

Cuba. We have a lot of problems. But we can share our experi-

ences. Although we are very different, we have some things in 

common, and it’s a good opportunity to exchange ideas and 

strategies on how to fight against homophobia. 
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View Dr. Roque’s blog, here: http://aroqueg.blogspot.com/ 

 

Some added comments, (revised 6-13-2014): 

 

This interview is very important, especially considering that it is in a main-

stream U.S. press, which is hard to accomplish, and in a nationally recog-

nized paper at that! 

 

However in my opinion, the content is rather limited, which I do not think is 

attributable to Dr. Roque, but rather to the abbreviated format used for the 

above report. E.g., in Chicago Dr. Roque talked about how Cuba’s new la-

bor code recognizes sexual orientation as a form of unacceptable discrimina-

tion.  While some states in the U.S. have adopted similar on-the-job protections, starting with Wisconsin, national 

protection in the U.S. has not been achieved. Dr. Roque also mentioned that homosexual acts were decriminalized in 

Cuba in 1997. (It was not until 2003 that the U.S. Supreme Court in Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558, declared that 

the anti-sodomy law in Texas & by implication in 13 other states, was unconstitutional.) 

 

We met Alberto and his partner for some 15 years, in Havana last June. His partner served for years as a Cuban diplo-

mat (cultural attaché) abroad for years, as an openly gay man, and now works for Cuba’s Union of Artists and Writ-

ers. Alberto was for years in the leadership of Cuba’s medical program to assist Transgender/transsexual people, 

which provides multi-disciplinary support. 

 

One additional and important fact that Alberto told me in June  that since the beginning of 2013,  the rules the of Cu-

ban Communist Party has mandated members (in Article 54) to confront discrimination based on sexual orientation, 

as well as based on gender, racial prejudice and other grounds that may limit the rights of people, such as to hold of-

fice, participate in organizations, and national defense. I wonder how many parties, communist or otherwise, have 

such a provision. 

 

On the subject of gay marriage, one should understand that in Cuba the most common form of committed relation-

ships is the equivalent of civil unions (common law marriages, in U.S. terms), for which rights arise based on that 

lasting relationship, straight or gay. For international and some other ramifications, the marriage status can make a 

difference, and such a change as I understand it would require amending the Cuban constitution including by a popu-

lar vote of the whole population (according to Ricardo Alarcon, former head of the Cuban National Assembly). And 

as in other countries, the concrete recognition of these rights in practice may vary from place to place. 

 

There is more to be accomplished, as pointed out in this interview. What has been accomplished is fairly remarkable, 

and these further steps should be seen in the context of our own advances and obstacles in the U.S. 
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