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“Relationship is central to my life. I do not mean this in a do-or-die obsession 
love sense. I mean, my belief is that we are all powerfully connected to each 
other, to air, to stones, to the sea and earth. It is our individual and collective 
responsibility to heal each other, ourselves, and to be profoundly respectful of 
our mother, as she manifests herself in her myriad ways. Class is always 
disrespectful of all persons because it proposes that material goods are always 

more important than our relationships to one another and to ourselves. “1 

 

Introduction 

Within its gender-based violence focus area, the CGE has since 2007 been part of a 

broad civil society coalition known as the 070707 campaign, aimed at ending hate 

                                                           
1
 .  Chrystos “Headaches and Ruminations” in Penelope, Julia (ed.)  Out of the Class Closet: Lesbians Speak , The 

Crossing Press, Freedom California, 1994, pp. 425. 



crimes committed against people on the basis of their sexual orientation.  In the 

Western Cape province, for historical reasons, this campaign became known as the End 

Hate Campaign (EHC). Preliminary meetings were held during the latter half of 2007, 

and the EHC was officially launched in February, 2008. Initial participants in the 

campaign were every major LGBTIq organization in the western Cape2, as well as 

mainstream organizations such as the Western Cape Network On Violence Against 

Women and Children.  

Explains Valentine: 

“At that stage there was no monitoring of the case, there was no monitoring of 

other murders or rapes, there was no reporting system and the Western Cape 

End Hate Campaign then endeavored to have a reporting and monitoring system 

put in place for all hate crimes or crimes of hate against LGBTI’s. At that point of 

the campaign it was still very much geared or consciousness raising around black 

lesbians but it was inclusive of gay men as well and also trans people were 

attacked in communities,”3 

It was felt that we needed to build the broadest possible coalition in order to be 

effective. This need notwithstanding, it was also agreed that, though the campaign 

would include every case within our community, special attention would be paid to 

those who lived at the intersection of multiple forms of oppression. It was also agreed 

that, should Black4 women and/or intersex people feel the need to organize separately 

at any time, in order to respond to power dynamics or expressions of privilege within 

the campaign, this would be facilitated by the broader alliance. There was at that time 

no specific Black lesbian organization in the western Cape, although Black lesbians 

occupied prominent positions in participating organizations.  
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Activities planned included what may be called classic advocacy and lobbying activities. 

Says Valentine: 

“Triangle Project at that point then became the coordinating organization within the 

campaign within the alliance partners which was made up of a host of organizations 

and the TP also took on the structure of the national campaign which had 4 main 

clusters; the community mobilization cluster, the legal cluster, religious and faith 

cluster and the media cluster; but the Western Cape End Hate Alliance thought they 

will absorb the media component into each cluster so each cluster also had a media 

component and the alliance partners was then divided into those clusters. The 

Commission for Gender Equality together with the Women’s Legal Centre (who came 

on board later) formed the legal cluster together with Triangle Project, Triangle 

project, Free Gender and other organizations formed the basis of the community 

mobilization cluster and then Good Hope MCC, the Inner Circle and Inclusive and 

Affirming Ministries formed the basis of the religious and faith cluster.”5 

The chief goal of the campaign was to highlight the hate crimes committed against 

LBGTIq people, to get the ruling political parties to commit to specific hate crimes 

legislation, and to ensure that the state machinery worked as it should in getting justice 

for victims of crime.  This may appear to be very simple first-phase goals, but the need 

for them has to be understood in s social context. According to Valentine: 

“When we challenged political parties they did not even know or even mention 
one gay or lesbian person that was killed because of their sexual orientation, 
they could not mention it and because of the campaign they were challenged 
around this and therefore the campaign is very important not just in terms of 
strategy but in terms of visibility and mainstreaming of issues.”6 

A long term goal was to promote organization-building on the ground. In other words, 

the mobilization around each hate crime case was to be culminate in the creation of 
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community organizations or possibly NGO’s to ensure that LGBTIq struggle continued 

beyond the campaign.  It is surprising that, despite the fact that sexual orientation is 

protected by the South African Constitution, and that therefore South Africa is one of 

the few African countries in which it is possible to legally organize above ground, 

organizations are still very thin on the ground.  Where they exist they are 

overwhelmingly urban , middle-class and donor-dependent, and therefore relatively 

politically powerless. This of course explains why it has been so difficult to translate 

paper rights into lived reality on the ground. We have been enormously successful in 

forcing the government to enact more paper rights, such as same sex marriage, but 

much less successful in ensuring that civil peace exists also for LGBTIq people where 

they live. This is not to say that paper rights are unimportant, merely an observation 

that to have won them is only half the battle. It is the logical consequence of a 

movement that is strong on passion but weak in numbers.  It also places South African 

LGBTIq people in an invidious position since a community which is struggling to protect 

our own is going to be unable to extend a helping hand to the broader LGBTIq 

movement on the African continent.   

Valentine speaks of applying this theory in practice: 

“I think what was very unique for the Western Cape was the fact that 
mentorship and development was very much part of the strategy within the 
Western Cape, because community based organization were identified in terms 
of being mentored and in carrying the campaign forward and particularly around 
information around Free gender, the alliance between Social Justice Network and 
TAC it was part of the mandate given to TP to build alliances and social networks 
and to build organization on grassroots levels because ultimately it was those 
organizations or structures that would physically take the campaign forward or 
the work of the campaign forward.”7 

The paper is an introduction to what needs to be a broader evaluation. The word limit 

for this conference simply did not permit for a proper examination. Instead it is 

conceived of as introductory conversation, an exchange of voices and opinions between 

some of the literature and three people intimately involved in the campaign. It seeks to 
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do no more than to identify the key issues. This paper first constructs a theoretical 

approach. It then goes on to examine more closely notions of community. Since we 

have already used the word several times in this introduction, it is clear that we believe 

that there is such a thing as an LGBTIq community. But what is it? We go on to discuss 

this notion as it bears relevance to activism. In other words, the analysis seeks to 

highlight two crucial aspects of constructing activism, namely the individual and 

collective health of activists. 

 

The paper aims to provide a basis for discussion, to be augmented at a later date by a 

survey of key documents such as workshop reports and media statements, as well as 

focus group and individual interviews. The paper holds a particular epistemological 

status. As it is a self-evaluation, we do not lay claim to objectivity, and there are no 

doubt limits to the degree of self-criticism of which we are capable. Its aim is simply to 

see what we have achieved, to think clearly about what we have not achieved, and to 

plot the way forward. If this discussion can assist other LGBTIq organizational work in 

South Africa and on the continent, so much the better. Literature on organizational 

work in Africa, written by Africans, is sparse. It is useful to be able to add to it.   

 

 

Theory and Practice 

 

This section seeks to address the problems encountered in the overdetermination of 

African on African queer writing by non-Africans. It remains important to protest against 

theorizing where the “… abject body can also be the commodified body, as images of 

mutilated or suffering African women are converted into often-lucrative humanitarian 

ventures and political capital.”8 Instead it looks at places where a self-defined activist 

discourse is managing to arise out of academic imperialism.  
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The literature on homophobic hate crimes in Africa, including South Africa, seems 

generally to look at the matter within the context of citizenship and democracy. This 

places the problematic squarely within our comprehension of the neo-colonial state. An 

African queer theory of the state should then assist us to develop strategies and 

concrete interventions. Our enquiry into the nature of the state is in turn determined by 

how we approach those critical categories of analysis: race, class, gender and sexual 

orientation.  Based on her research, Ngo Nyeck argues that established understandings 

of the way these categories relate to one another need to be solidly grounded in African 

political realities:  

“Understanding the political configuration of the contentious space where 
domestic opponents meet queer international activism should highlight the 
process through which issues acquire or lose their appearance of priority. 
Precisely because queer international involvement in Africa seems to be more 
and more driven and justified by crises that may or may not represent the actual 
treatment of average queer people on the continent, long-term involvement 
inevitably requires that attention be paid to both the design and content of 
emerging contentious repertoires to avoid overgeneralizations.”9 

A more careful analysis of the categories used in the discursive elements which 

underpin homophobia allows us to avoid getting caught up in the web of lies which 

constitute heteronormative reality. In her analysis of homophobia in Cameroon, Ngo 

Nyeck has put it as follows: 

“Anecdote’s narrative has type-level causal statements of interest to political 
scientists and policy-makers because they spell out general and functional 
relationships between institutional corruption and democracy. What the 
opposition to gay rights in Cameroon would also like to know is the following: 
when is it advantageous to enter political competition and expect to win? How 
could one use institutional means to win consent and be recognized? What 
should be given priority, the perfection of institutions before political participation 
or the perfection of strategy in spite of institutional failure? These questions are 
relevant to understanding Africa’s holistic development today but they are 
particularly important to civil society in general.”10 
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She suggests that clear and politically effective strategies to erase homophobia in Africa 

need to look far beyond what has traditionally considered queer issues.  African queer 

theory needs to concern itself with the nature and effectiveness of the state, it needs to 

look at institutional failure as well as the capacity of institutions to deliver on the basics 

such as water, food and housing. We would add that it needs to look at five hundred 

years of the extraction of labour, intellect and material resources from the African 

economy to fully understand where we stand today. African LGBTIq people are Africans 

too, and this history of exploitation is their history too. Thus we agree that there is no 

sense in which the issues raised by Ngo Nyeck cannot be considered LGBTIq issues, 

because it is in the silent interstices of these questions that unreason and homophobia 

thrive.  

 

In political practice, as well, it seems as if the failure of state institutions is at the core 

of hate crime. In her discussion of Uganda, Jacqueline explicitly makes this connection 

between corruption and homophobia: 

“The arrests of LBT/kuchu people are not always recorded because the police 
use the arrests to extort money instead of pressing charges. This makes it 
difficult to track the full extent of the police abuse against LBT/kuchu people. ‘If 
you're arrested, there's no report that you're arrested. They put you in, to 
intimidate you and maybe extort money out of you. They know they've done 
something wrong by taking money from you, so there's no report.’”11 

Although the EHC campaign we are about to discuss is strictly local and indigenously 

generated (and moreover the South African case is possibly unusual in Africa in that 

despite its oppositional stance it is also very much an heir of the nationalist liberation 

movement12) the EHC emanated from a national campaign and from thence certainly 
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existed within a conceptual world of internationally accepted and tested tactics and 

strategies. This conceptual world must be understood as setting the limits of the 

possible – it influenced our thinking on what we should and could be doing. Certainly 

the notion that the proper functioning of state institutions is critical to the survival of 

LGBTIq people in Africa is echoed across the continent. Thus in Zimbabwe Muparutsa 

argues that: 

“We are not asking for anything that’s special because we are born with our 
rights as human beings but what happens is that, when you come out as being 
gay then you lose a lot of those rights by virtue of your sexual orientation. And 
one of the things that happens is that if you experience any kind of violence, 
violations or any kind of abuse, particularly relating to a sexual orientation, if you 
go and report that matter to the police, they either don’t take any action, they 
ridicule you, you are paraded in front of anyone or everyone who is at that police 
station. You are asked for bribes often times or you are arrested – so what kind 
of justice am I getting as a gay, lesbian, bi-sexual person in Zimbabwe after I 
have experienced violence?”13 

This brief excursion has clarified that the born-free generation of African theorists and 

activists expect to be full citizens of an African state which delivers on its promises. In 

this sense, they exemplify both the achievements and the failure of post-independence 

Africa.  

 

The relationship between theory and practice is complex, and seldom unidirectional. We 

are fully in agreement with the notion that our activist tactics must be determined by a 

clear, logical and empirically based theoretical discourse. It is the only answer to the 

unreason which faces us. That said, we hope also that our analysis of political practice 

in the western Cape can speak to the theory, assisting us to clarify the terms that we 

use and the mutual interaction of people and ideas. Turning, then to writing on South 

Africa, there appears to be broad agreement that the prevalence of hate crimes 

highlight severe flaws in the post-apartheid democracy. This has by many been 

attributed to the very strength of our activism, as in Trengrove-Jones’ observation that:  
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“In our national coming out, one traced in our equality jurisprudence, lesbians 
and gays have come – with bewildering inevitability – to embody the highest 
aspirations of the nation. In being aligned with that ideal, we are at once 
exemplary and shocking. This paradox, at the heart of our personal and national 
identity, sets us up for murder.”14   

To be the embodiment of any public discourse is of course a form of objectification. It 

dehumanizes people, overwhelms their individualities, forces them into stereotypes, and 

thus in itself is an epistemic violation which makes possible other forms of violence. The 

thought must precede the deed. In a world where we are all perceived as part of one 

Creation, it is not thought possible to hurt another without being hurt oneself. Only 

when the person to be violated is perceived as an object separated from the violator is 

the act of violation possible. Nkabinde has described the playing out of these 

stereotypes in the practice of curative rape motivated by absolute unreason:  

“Black lesbians who have been raped say that during rape the rapists insult 
them, saying things like ‘Ja, you! You thought you were a man!’ Or ‘You are a 
lesbian because you never had great penis!’. Men think that if they teach a 
lesbian how to have sex with a man it will change her behavior. But will a 
woman who is raped feel like sleeping with a man? Has being a lesbian got 
anything to do with men?”15 

The enactment of unreason, within the context of taken-for-granted verities whose 

relationship to truth is non-existent, represents a display of power. But it can also be 

read as a reaction to institutional failure. While the cases being monitored by the CGE 

are by no means uniform with respect to the race and class of the suspected 

perpetrators, it remains a fact that the South African state has failed its citizens. 

Corruption is rampant, and every economic indicator demonstrates that the ‘new’ South 

Africa has enriched the rich while impoverishing the poor.16 In this sense the violence of 
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individual perpetrators is acting out a general economic and political violence which 

characterizes the post-apartheid period. Here there may be a similarity between South 

Africa and the rest of the continent. 

   

Hate crimes are embedded in, and reinforced by, the secondary victimization enacted in 

pervasive homophobia. Dhladhla recounts her post-traumatic experience as follows: 

“So many people – church people and members of my own family – told me that 
this was God’s way of punishing me for being a lesbian. Because I was unwilling 
to ‘change’, they said, God was using this method to teach me a very hard 
lesson. … I was hurt in two ways; firstly I was dealing with the pain and 
humiliation of the rape, and secondly I suffered because of my people’s 
judgement.”17  

The ‘rapist as the instrument of God’ argument is unfortunately not uncommon in South 

Africa. It makes it necessary to speak up about the insult to God/de, who may be many 

things, but who has not constructed the universe on the basis of unreason. Moreover, 

the replication of Dhladhla’s experience in families and faith-based institutions across 

the country lays bare the difficulties encountered by many LGBTIq people in recovering 

from violence.  

 

The successes of the western Cape EHC should be seen against this backdrop. As 

Valentine explains: 

“I think one of the successes is visibility; we have made hate crimes and the lack 
of hate crimes legislation, and the fact that our justice system has failed us for 
people who were victims or survivors of hate crimes because of their sexual 
orientation very visible, and so for me that was very important. Also the visibility 
around “curative rape” because the whole concept was not spoken about or 
mainstreaming - even though we don’t like using the word curative rape or 
corrective rape we would prefer to call it punitive or a punishment, punitive or 
hate rape - but it got people talking and asking the right questions, it got media 
asking questions around this so for me that was another success. Monitoring of 
cases was another success because we could track where cases were, we could 
track why cases were not investigated, we could bring visibility to the Zoliswa 
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Nkonyana case and received a lot of coverage in media, within mainstream 
media.”18 

Indeed, when one considers the absolute public silence around violence against LGBTIq 

people, the campaign has been enormously successful. Writing in early 2011, the 

contrast is striking. In early 2008, the media silence was so bad that a special media 

workshop was held  in which tactics were discussed with media practioners to break the 

public silence. In retrospect, however, it can be argued that the specific tactics proved 

to be less important than the courage of individual journalists who fought their editors 

over the right to cover hate crimes.  

 

The very success of mainstreaming visibility has had its cost. Beyond a few conscious 

individuals, much if the coverage has been extremely stereotypical.  Sanger has drawn 

our attention to the way in which that powerful institution, the media, is complicit in the 

prevalence of homophobic stereotypes: 

“In many ways, media coverage on heterosexist violence that is solely reliant on 
specific cases – as in Simelane’s case – reflect an approach by media 
practitioners that this kind of violence is isolated from the heteronormative 
society in which we live; that homophobia and heteronormativity are not linked. 
It becomes easy then in the public’s consciousness to understand this violence as 
the actions of a mentally unstable men or ‘sexual sadists’ … If men who rape 
lesbians are heralded as mentally unstable or sexual sadists, for instance, it 
diverts attention from a society and its structural inequalities that continually 
reinforce heteronormativity, to individual pathological men.”19  

Here, theory and practice collide hopelessly. The one cardinal rule of any 

communications strategy is ‘don’t criticize the media’. It is obvious that anybody who 

criticizes the media will either get very bad publicity or none at all. But the criticisms 

raised by Sanger are crucial. While the EHC has succeeded in raising visibility, much of 

this visibility has functioned to heavily reinscribe stereotypes. It is as if the Black lesbian 

is only safe for public discourse if she is figured as a victim, and the problem with 

campaigns such as the EHC is that it is difficult to protect them from being abused in 
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this way. In view of the intersectional approach of the EHC, what has been particularly 

disturbing has been the extreme racism and classism of the coverage. Next to the Black 

lesbian victim stands the image of the violent township racist. 

 

Sangers’ analysis alerts us to the fact that the two arguments may lie side by side – the 

rapist as enforcing God’s law and the sexual sadist - in the same public discourse and 

yet be mutually contradictory, yet is not unusual in the inscription of stereotypes. Once 

violence can disrupt our inner logic – our sense of harmony with the universe – one of 

its functions are fulfilled.  After all, the epistemic violence expressed in stereotyping 

anyone is a foundational violation because it strikes at the root of our ability to exist as 

people who form communities and organize activism.  Hames has identified this critical 

connection:  

“The backlash against such advances may be read in the irrational fear that 
translates into violence against lesbians – as well as continued, everyday 
discrimination… This kind of discrimination is still deeply embedded in our 
society. Members of the LGBTI community who belong to the working class, 
especially the black working class, are still struggling with issues of acceptance 
by family, community and religious structures; with matters of identity and 
empowerment of the self.”20 

Knowing who we are, and being able to be open and honest about our identity, are acts 

which lie at the very heart of LGBTIq existence. What homophobic violence achieves is 

to interrupt the growth of identity formation by enforcing the inscription of stereotypes 

upon LGBTIq bodies. This in turn weakens our struggle to fully be who we are. 

Valentine describes the link between identity and activism: 

“Because of the stigma around LGBTI issues , the lack of understanding, lack of 
information, lack of access, lack of definition and even for gay people they are 
very misinformed about themselves and therefore they will make dysfunctional 
decisions, they will make decisions that goes against what society deems as 
normal... Where do we start breaking  the cycle? Do we break the cycle with 
LGBTI people themselves?”21 

   

Schulmann has provided a very precise analysis of the dysfunctional dynamic:  
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“If you have been told your whole life that you are worthless, what good is your 
word? When I have done political organizing in a lesbian context, one of the 
things that I learned there was that we had a constituency of people, many of 
whom had been told all their lives that they were nothing, Many has never had 
or used power, did not know how to be proactive, felt that their only power was 
to be obstructive. A lot of times lesbians would come into a room determined 
that the only way they could express themselves was to stop something. When 
we created the Lesbian Avengers in 1992, we had to create a rule that that if 
you disagreed with a proposal you couldn’t just critique it, you had to make a 
better suggestion. This drove people wild because they didn’t have the skill or 
authority to be proactive and create things, to negotiate, to face and deal with 

problems, to propose solutions.”22  

Abrahams has had very similar experiences within the context of the South African 

Black Consciousness Movement. In fact, in the !Hurikamma Cultural Movement in 1994, 

a rule was made which took Schulmann’s logic one step further: you not only had to 

make a better suggestion, you also had to undertake to implement it. People could 

propose ideas for others to implement, but if the other politely declined, no offense 

could be taken. The rule was that whoever proposed a particular course of action was 

automatically responsible for implementing it. It made for wonderfully realistic ideas 

and very short meetings.    

The relevance of the dysfunctional dynamic lies in how it defines the limits of the 

possible. Unrealistic expectations and unachievable goals are a shortcut to depression, 

paralysis and inactivity. What kind of activism is practical, given the discursive and 

material constraints within which we live our lives? While the very goal of revolution is 

to achieve the seemingly impossible, without a sense of what is possible, we shall not 

be able to plan sensibly within the context of realistic expectations and achievable 

goals.  

In concluding this section, then, it becomes important to look at the immediate social 

context within which activism is to take place. Like Hames, we have designated  this 

place the LGBTIq community. The need for this community is, we believe, a human 

need. Nkabinde, for instance, puts it with characteristic simplicity: 
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“When I first started interviewing same-sex sangomas for GALA [Gay and 
Lesbian Archives], I was nervous. I had a strong need to be connected to other 
lesbian sangomas because for a long time I had felt completely alone. I wanted 
to live my life as a sangoma and a lesbian – as one person – not divided up into 
pieces and I wanted to connect with other lesbian sangomas who felt the same 
way.”23 

The desire to feel connected to other living beings who will accept you for who you are 

and not judge you – in technical terms providing affirmation and a safe space for 

identity formation - is fundamental to human well-being and therefore to activism. 

Unhappy unstable activists may not be particularly effective. Schulmann has defined  

both the possibilities and the limits of: 

“…choosing to live in the subculture as a place for forcing change. And this is 
where many gay people of my generation have lived. Viewing our subcultural 
commitments as a way of strengthening ourselves for the task ahead of chaning 
the big structures so that we can live inside them, alongside straight people, 
without being distorted by them. That is the most utopian, most difficult, and yet 
the most inspiring option. So far, it has not been successful.”24 

A full understanding of both the shortcomings and the achievements of the LGBTIq 

community as the home of activism requires much more scholarly attention than can be 

given here. For now, we merely wish to highlight the connections as a key area of 

concern.   

Some few comments can be made. The LGBTIq community has certain specific 

characteristics. Unlike, for instance, the Black community, you are not born into it. You 

are not likely to be related by blood to any other of its members. Its modes of creating 

and passing on a history, the way we teach culture, customs and morals, need to be 

looked at in more detail, but we can be reasonably sure that they are both subtle and 

unique. The chances that you are taught them on your mother’s knee are extremely 

small. One of the consequences is precisely that a LGBTIq ethic is going to be diffuse 

(nobody can quite tell you what it is), multivalent (“anything goes”) and de-centered 

(nobody is quite sure who decides what is right and wrong because nobody wishes or is 

able to take the responsibility for being the decider). We do not have any schools, many 

                                                           
23

 . Nkabinde Black Bull, pp. 79.  
24

 . Schulmann Ties That Bind, pp. 129.  



churches, or sufficient strong extended families through which our ethics are 

consciously discussed, evolved, and taught.  

 

Another specific characteristic is that our value system will prioritise survival, rather 

than happiness. At this point it is more important to be a LBGTIq community than to be 

a happy community. The reason has to do with our status: because we are an outsider 

group in broader society, community cohesion has to be our most important 

preoccupation. That means we are reluctant to criticize people who are patently 

exploiting others, as individuals and even less as a group, lest they leave the 

community and thus make us weaker. This sets us up for weak value systems.  In order 

to survive, any outsider group, but particularly one which you are not born into and 

which you can leave by the simple expedient of going back into the closet, needs to 

preserve a sense of group membership as a matter of priority.  In order to survive, any 

system of values needs to be boundaried and boundary testing needs to be policed. In 

our community, while there is some value policing amongst friendship circles, there is 

none as a community.  

In this understanding of the LGBTIq community, it becomes clear why it (or they) have 

been simultaneously successful in providing a place for LGBTIq people to survive, yet 

limited in the ability to nurture and stimulate successful activism. We are far from 

saying that the LGBTIq community has not nurtured activism at all, indeed, a 

perspective of the past thirty years shows many successes. If there were no freedoms 

won there would be no backlash. However, the question becomes what needs to be 

done to build a community that can achieve full freedom through long term qualitative 

change?  

In this respect the EHC should be highlighted because of the way in which built 

community. Uniting around a common issue forced the organized LGBTIq community to 

begin to discuss values. Coming together for meetings, demonstrations and court cases 



had the effect of creating another social space in the western Cape, this time an 

explicitly political space. It helped to thicken the texture of the social fabric. The EHC 

“…brought together organizations who were not under normal circumstances 
work together so it brought together sectors, it brought together the LGBTI 
sector, the women’s sector, human rights campaigns and defenders, it brought 
people together around one table with one particular cause and also changed us 
in terms of how do you make that form part of the broader struggle? And for me 

that was another success.”25 

One of the more interesting ways in which the social fabric was strengthened was by 
educating one another about identities. Paradoxically, this happened at precisely the 
point at which the community reached outside itself. The EHC 

 "… also challenged our own concept of violence, hetero-normatvity and hetero-
sexism … it highlighted the disparity between those paper rights and daily levels 
of violence against gay and lesbian people which for me we would not have been 
spoken about if it was not for the campaign, and then also it highlighted for me 
the lack of access that black lesbians still have in this country. It highlighted for 
me the fact that if you are a women and you are black and you are poor and 
that you are gay or bi-sexual, you are marginalized and discriminated against  
even so much more and it is something that the women’s movement  and 
women’s sector  has not  acknowledged. So the inter-section of gender, race and 

sexual orientation and class for me was reignited by the campaign”26 

An immediate answer would be to look more closely at the way in which the community 

itself generates or tolerates violence. It is a given that the community is intersected 

along lines of gender, race and class. Yet even within homosocial contexts, much of the 

violence and hierarchical thinking of heteronormative society has been internalized. 

Koen observes in her study of rural lesbians in the Western Cape that: 

“It was not the intention of this research to gather information on abuse in 
lesbian relationships. As a result there were no questions on the issue. However 
the issue is of such concern to the respondents that they identified it as an issue 
of importance that they feel they need skills to address. Of the forty five 
respondents twenty eight talked about it in response to other questions.”27 
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Certainly the experiences recounted in the study indicate that violence was not 

uncommon and occasionally severe in lesbian relationships: 

“Says Nokuza: ‘You will always find gay women couples fighting. It’s always 
about one partner suspecting the other of being unfaithful and cheating on her.’ 
A number of respondents echo the idea that violence in lesbian relationships 
stem from a lack of emotional security and trust in relationships. Thandeka 
recounts her experience with physical abuse thus: ‘I was beaten up once. What 
happened is that my partner thought that I was cheating on her. At first we 
argued and ended up fighting. I was taken to hospital and there’s always 
counselling involved. We’re reconciled now and we are fine. But that’s one thing 
I’ll never forget and I avoid arguments.’ Veronica from Paarl says she gets 
violent when she’s cross or angry with her partner. Twenty-two-year-old Duke 
also from Paarl relates that she gets ‘very angry and violent with my partners if 
they don’t want to listen to me or give me what I ask for. It’s worse when I’ve 
been drinking. I’m like someone who just doesn’t want to see reason. I would 

like to stop doing it but I don’t know how.’”28 

It would be uncritical to understand these instances as merely a reflection of the very 

violent society in which we live. This would be to absolve individuals of agency, and to 

assume that they bear no responsibility for their lives. However, it is feasible to consider 

what the limits of the possible are for the women involved in violent relationships? Is 

the real possibility of a non-violent, peaceful life something which exists in their 

conceptual world? As Lewis has pointed out: 

“Stressing agency as a theme and privileging this over the social structure in 
which it occurs means obscuring why and how certain structures define what we 
understand by choice, freedom, independence, passion, attachment, affection, 
intimacy…”29  

Lewis here identifies the central issues which any discussion of sexual violence must 

consider. The deprivation of choice lies at the heart of these violations, and with them 

the capacity for agency. But at the same time activism assumes that we can imagine 

the possibility for agency. It is not axiomatic that this would be true of the rural lesbians 

of the western Cape, heirs to centuries of slavery, segregation, apartheid, and the post-
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apartheid state which, like a dysfunctional lover continually promises to change and 

continually does not. Lewis goes on to warn against the tendency to be: 

“…extraordinarily naïve in reinforcing the idea that the subject is, in the first 
place, a proper self-possessed individual, not a social subject who has not only 
never been ‘autonomous’, but whose value as a driving force in history and 

society  is itself culturally constructed.”30 

Lewis’ observation  goes to the heart of something LGBTIq are supposed to be good at, 

namely identity. She highlights the question of how we construct identity against the 

tapestry of what appears to be possible. In this respect the EHC began to do one very 

simple thing namely affirmation.  

“Q: I think that if it was not for the coverage and the media with regarding the 
Zoliswa Nkonyana trail and people identifying what happens to a gay or lesbian 
individual in the Western Cape itself, then there is an organization or campaign 
that will speak out about that. If a person found themselves in such a situation 
or a gay or lesbian person find themself in such a situation, do you think that 
due to the work that you have done and especially Triangle Project that there 
has been an increase in the cases reported to you, or in terms of people 
accessing your services, do you think it has improved or increased as a result of 

the work around the End Hate Campaign in the Western Cape? 

 

A: Absolutely, I think that we might not have seen an increase in cases being 
reported but certainly the amount and there was an increase in access of 
services and people speaking out around violence, we saw that people were 
more comfortable, they felt more safe and more supported in the fact that they 
could acknowledge that they in a rape or sexually assaulted or violated in some 
way because of their sexual orientation, because of their gender identity. 

Certainly access to our services, particularly from rural areas and townships, 
have increased. I also think that the work around other organizations that are 
part of Triangle Project was also highlighted, because more cases in terms of 
gender and sexual orientation was referred to the CGE, more cases around 
women were referred to the WLC, and for me that was very important. I think 
the campaign created a space for both gays and lesbians who felt vulnerable to 
break their own silence, even if it just meant that they did not want to make a 
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case or report the case, but they were telling their story to someone who they 

could not have necessarily accessed before the campaign.”31 

Actions speak louder than words. If the EHC allowed us to show one another 

compassion, then for that reason alone it was worth it. People did not have to bear 

their pain alone. In being there for one another, we built community. In sharing our 

pain, we could begin to let go of it and make emotional space for other things, like 

identity formation. Self love is the foundation of loving others, so in this sense the EHC 

spoke to the heart of what constitutes an LGBTIq community.  Certainly, Sanger argues 

that it is the responsibility of those who call themselves feminists to bring them a vision 

of a different world. Echoing Audre Lorde, she observes:  

“Perhaps it isn’t really surprising that the capitalist heteropatriachal frame which 
survives on dichotomies of ‘us/them’ and ‘self/other’ reveals its illness in women 
loving women. This frame is rooted in human arrogance and hurting each other 
– animals, plants, the environment and old people…, the violence of colonization. 
Is it logical then within this frame that black people hurt each other…? Is the 
violence black lesbian women inflict on each other indicative of hurting the self, 
in seeing elements of the marginalized and erased self in your female partner? Is 
this kind of violence not justified by the only tools provided by the 

heteropatriarchal frame?”32 

Be that as it may, these people are the raw material of a movement. It is from ordinary 

humans like the lesbians interviewed for the Koen study that we have to construct 

activism. If the struggle only had place for the perfect and the superhuman, it could by 

definition never become a mass movement.  

 

“I would like to see more emphasis placed on the struggle for women particularly 
around power, masculinity and the feminization of gay men and what that means 
within our broader struggle, the visibility of lesbians who present more in a 
masculine gendered role or gay men who present in a more feminine gendered 
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role because they are the people who are most vulnerable. If you look at gay 
men or women who can blend into society, who can hide their sexual identity; 
we can live in areas where we are not made to feel vulnerable or unsafe but as 
soon as your sexual identity and your gender identity is visible due to how you 
present then you become a target of hetero-sexist violence, you became a target 
of men who feel that they can do certain “curative” actions towards you because 
they have the right and the power to do that. So just to come back to your 
question even though I do feel that there were huge successes around the 

campaign, the successes also highlight the huge gaps.”33 
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Abstract 

The article seeks to situate issues of sexuality and gender orientation in an ecological 
perspective. It is well known that most plant species are not two-gendered, although a 
few trees are like the human species: male, female and intersex. Some animal species, 
such as snails, are fully intersex.  Moreover, Over 450 animal species has been 
observed exhibiting homosexual beahviour. Yet only one species has been observed to 
exhibit homophobia.  As such, what requires explaining is why the human species is so 
ill at ease with what is a perfectly normal variation which can be observed throughout 
nature. This paper locates species diversity in a in  a pan-Africanist discourse which 

argues that the true cultural import is homophobia.  
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This Is About All of Us  
Starting with the politics of the thing is the South African way. Our politics are 
indivisible from our theology. Our practice is often very different from our theory, but it 
matters that at least the theory is on our side. When you have been bruised, battered 
and bullied, you don’t have much else but the moral high ground. It may be windy up 
there but it is your own.  In Conversations with my Sons and Daughters, Mamphela 
Ramphele writes, 

Your generation has both the opportunity and the responsibility presented 
by living in an African country that has stretched its idealism to recognize 
and protect the rights of all people, including those with sexual 
orientations other than heterosexuality, to develop your capacity to 
confront and protect the human rights of such people. It is appalling that 
as a society founded on a human rights constitution we can tolerate the 
abuse of lesbians through so-called corrective rape and murder in the 

name of African culture.35 

This African culture is centered on a notion which has become known by its isiXhosa 
name: Ubuntu. Derived from the word for people - abantu - it is generally translated as 
‘I am because you are’. The South African First Nations roots of this concept are 
expressed in their very name for themselves: Khoekhoe, meaning people of people, as 
opposed to animal people or plant people. In the idea of Ubuntu, then, we find 
immediately the notion of an imminent Divinity. In each of us is the spark of the Divine. 
The Great Creator has made us to be dependent on each other. If you are not healthy, 
then neither are we. Therefore our task here on earth is to live together well, bearing in 
mind that the action of each one has responsibilities for the wellbeing of the whole. No 
doubt we human beings are so proud that we would live alone and independent if we 

could. But we cannot. That is how we are made. 

The founding father of our nation, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela exemplified this quality of 
Ubuntu when he wrote our new Constitution. Like our national anthem it begins with 
God/de: 

We, the people of South Africa, 
Recognise the injustices of our past; 
Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land; 
Respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; and 
Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity. 
... 
May God protect our people.36 
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Like any multi-ethnic state must, our Constitution deeply respects the separation 
between church and state. Else we would long ago have perished in civil war. In fact 
this separation should be read as expression of our trust in God/de. There are many 
ways up the Mountain, but there is only one Table Mountain. So shall all religions find 
their way to the One truth in time. Yet despite the secularity of our Constitution, often 
criticized for being too westernized, it carries at its heart the African ethos: our people 
for each other and the Divine in everything. We can do nothing without God/de. 
Although many of us had severe disagreements with Mandela and the Charterist 
movement as a whole, in this sentiment we were united. We may be a secular state but 
our politics must partake of the transcendent nature of the First Ancestor. Our 
institutions may be non-denominational but in our morals and our ethics the secular 
derives from the Source. The glory of Mandela’s vision was that human rights are 
indivisible. In the spirit of crafting a document that would ensure that what had 
happened to us could never happen again, he argued that the only way to achieve this 
was to make sure that everybody had rights. In his own words, “Never, never and 
never again shall it be that this beautiful land will again experience the oppression of 
one by another and suffer the indignity of being the skunk of the world. Let freedom 

reign. The sun shall never set on so glorious a human achievement! God bless Africa!”37 

In this sense, Mandela’s vision was not about loving people of all sexual orientations 
and gender identities per se. Possibly he may have, but his approach was a profoundly 
strategic vision.  The only way to guarantee that we ourselves are free, he argued, was 
to ensure that everybody else had freedom. As long as one group or culture was 
oppressed, he felt, the mechanism of oppression itself would continue to exist in our 
society, harbouring the risk that it would one day be used against the very same people 
who thought themselves safe. In this sense, Mandela gave us a Constitution which 
expressed the heart of Ubuntu, as well he should, being descended from a Khoe 

grandmother. It said his freedom was dependent on our freedom.  

Mandela managed to give voice to a rare space of unanimity in South African politics. 
Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe, one of Mandela’s sternest critics, espoused the same 
morality. As he put it: “ We are what we are because the God of Africa made us so. We 
dare not compromise, nor dare we use moderate language in the course of our 
freedom.”38 For Sobukwe, therefore, to discriminate against somebody because of an 
accident of birth would have been a blasphemous act. Instead he looked at the social 
construction of identities, arguing that the identity which forms a basis for unity must of 
necessity seek its own destruction. He saw the celebration of identity as a process, not 
an end in itself. Otherwise we become locked into the identities shaped by oppression 
and ultimately end up reinforcing the very system which oppresses us. Sobukwe 

explained it as follows: 
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Politically we stand for government of the Africans, for the Africans, by the 
Africans, with everybody who owes his loyalty only to Africa and accepts 
the democratic rule of an African majority, being regarded as an African... 
I have said before and still say so now, that I see no reason why, in a free 
democratic Africa, a predominantly black electorate should not return a 
white man to Parliament, for colour will count for nothing in a free 
Africa.39 

This makes sense since race in its modern sense, as in scientific racism, arose under 
specific historical conditions such as slavery and colonialism. Sobukwe reasoned that if 
you transformed the material conditions structuring certain hierarchies of identity, the 
identities themselves would eventually disappear. The disagreement between Sobukwe 
and Mandela which led to Sobukwe’s exit from the African National Congress Youth 
League to form the Pan Africanist Congress in 1959 was therefore not one of ideology 
but of tactics. Everyone agreed that the ideal was the end of race. But Sobukwe 
disapproved strongly of an alliance with the South African Communist Party, which is 
indeed to this day one of the more Stalinist of Communist Parties. Sobukwe, though a 
committed African communalist who placed great emphasis on the class struggle, 
believed that we would be better served remaining outside the antagonisms of the Cold 

War. 

The same argument can be applied to sexualities and gender identities. The issue is 
not: are we different? The issue is that unless our society accepts, nay celebrates 
difference; we will end up building a world where even the most heterosexual single-
gendered person can be oppressed. I am because you are. Your freedom depends on 
our freedom. It is irresistible to add that this reasoning applies with even more force to 
sexual orientation and gender identity than it does to race. Few of us Black40 people, 
going to bed one night, will wake up in the morning finding ourselves with a son or 
daughter who is white. But we may well find ourselves with a family member or friend 
who is gay, lesbian, transgender or intersex. We might even find ourselves shifting 
orientation in mid-life. So this particular freedom is more important than most to 

entrench. Today it is about us. Tomorrow it is you or your loved ones.  

From a later political tradition, at least in its own eyes consistently more radical than 
the ANC, we continue to find this insistence that freedom must come for all, or it can 
come for no one. Black Consciousness theorist Steve Bantu Biko said, “We regard our 
living together not as an unfortunate mishap warranting endless competition among us 
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but as a deliberate act of God to make us a community of brothers and sisters jointly 

involved in the quest for a composite answer to the varied problems of life.”41 

Biko wrote in the tradition of both Sobukwe and Mandela when he argued that the 
struggle against white supremacy must have as its end goal a society where racial 
oppression does not exist. The goal was not to recreate hierarchies, but to abolish the 
notion of hierarchy altogether.  This is a difficult task for people who have not known 
anything else but hierarchy all their lives. Biko defined the most important enemy of 
Black Consciousness not as white supremacy, but as the black inferiority complex.  In 
this spirit comes his most famous epigram:    “…the most potent weapon in the hands 

of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed.”42 For Biko, the true enemy lay within.  

On the one hand, he privileged identity politics because his activism recognized the 
primacy of experiential knowledge. Political mobilization requires us to work to our 
strengths, and the one thing we can fully know is the reality of our lives. On the other 
hand, this reality is shaped by the political and economic system within which we learn 
ways of knowing. Biko perceived the potential contradiction between process and 
outcome precisely because to act only on what we know is to risk our struggle being 
shaped by a hierarchical present:  “This is the major danger that I see facing the black 
community at the present moment --- to be so conditioned by the system as to make 
even our most well-considered resistance to fit within the system both in terms of the 
means and of the goals.”43 Essentially Biko was saying that we can become 
intellectually disabled by hierarchical systems. We do not know or we do not remember 
what free people think like. And we cannot know what we do not know. That is why we 

have God/de. 

Mandela’s strength was to capture this ideological middle ground. He began with the 
things which we all agreed on. When he said that his rights as a heterosexual man 
depended on our rights as marginalized sexualities and genders, he was speaking to the 
heartland of South African ideologies. Because of this conviction, Mandela supported 
Mosiua Lekota and others who argued that if we were good enough to fight in the 
struggle, we were good enough to enjoy equal rights. It is important to understand this, 
because our struggle for equal rights of sexual orientation and gender identity was born 
within a crucible of a larger struggle which shaped its moral and ethical context. We 

sorted it in 1994 because we might as well. As Lekota himself said: 

... within the broad struggle to make sure that our society recognized and 
accepted the humanity of all its people, that within that broad struggle 
this issue was now raising a subordinate struggle, if you like. Subordinate 
in the sense that it was not a primary struggle at that point in time, but 
nevertheless that sooner or later this struggle too – of the right of 
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recognition of the orientation of men and women, whatever it may be – 
that this too was a struggle that would have to be fought sooner or later. 
Indeed, if it was not resolved within the broader struggle I am referring 
to, that somewhere in history there was a moment when its place would 

be claimed by that struggle as well.44  

To our founding mothers, fathers, and parents the right to sexual orientation and 
gender identity was not necessarily about the rights of a marginalized group of people. 
It was about the claim to the humanity of the mainstream. Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
spoke for this ethos when he said:  “I am as passionate about this campaign as I ever 
was about apartheid ... I would refuse to go to a homophobic heaven. … I mean I 
would much rather go to the other place. I would not worship a God who is 
homophobic and that is how deeply I feel about this."45 It was an old joke during 
apartheid that if whites were going to heaven as their churches claimed then we did not 
want to go, or we would end up cleaning up after them there as well. Tutu was saying 
that his very claim to humanity– or Ubuntu if you will – lay in his ability to love all 
God/de’s people. He refuses to serve a God who asks him to practice hatred and 
discrimination. Equal rights in Tutu’s world is thus about him, and his faith, and his 
ability to embody the spark of the Divine. Like the best pastors do, Tutu both expresses 

a common ethic and points out a path for us to become better people.  

This is about the Earth 
Of course, South Africa does not exist in isolation. We are fortunate to live on a 
continent which is constantly birthing creative theories. We may struggle to build 
houses or feed people, but we theorize very well. We should work to our strengths. 
Pumla Gqola’s fresh feminist re-reading of old Africanist ideas calls us once again to 
look beyond the superficial differences to ask difficult questions about values. In this 
sense, being African has become less about race or ethnicity and must be examined in 
the light of what people believe. If we believe in victimhood as the only possibility then 
we narrow our imagination. Gqola says that it is in the space where we deny ourselves 
the ability to dream of freedom, where the best we can think of is to substitute one set 
of oppressions for another that violence occurs. Gqola writes and I cite at length: 

All violence as I have discussed here whether it limits movement or 
silences self-expression narrows the range of what is possible. The use of 
the threat of violence to kill autonomy is an old oppressive tactic. We can 
continue to treat each situation as separate and allow ourselves to be 
confused even as we feel in very concrete terms the erosion of hard won 
freedoms everywhere on the continent, until all African women are again 
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silent children as we were under colonizing regimes. We can pretend the 
onslaught is in our imagination. Many of us grew up with boys and men 
that held hands as friends and/or lovers. If I remember this clearly and 
Adichie raised in a different part of the continent remembers it too, many 
of you do too. When did we become people who consider affection so 
threatening? When did Africans who have been various kinds of Christian 
and Muslim for many centuries find it impossible to live with difference? 

When did this become the African way? 

Accepting that being docile, disowning our variety and versions of 
ourselves that gave us joy in the past is what being African is today is 
doing missionary work against ourselves. It is being complicit to being 
rendered homeless and agreeing to terrorise others until they, too are 

metaphorically exiled.46 

The violence, ultimately, becomes directed against the self. We become complicit in a 
system in which we ourselves are both victimizers and victimized. Gqola quite rightly 
raises the fact that different forms of oppression are interlinked, and that along with the 
backlash against alternate sexual orientations, we have also seen an anti-feminist and 

anti-poor backlash.  

Unless we seek to undermine the system of hierarchy itself, the one which makes 
violence thinkable because heterosexual = superior and lesbian = inferior, we would be 
perpetrating the poverty of the imagination which Gqola has located at the root of our 
crisis. In this approach Gqola echoes Wangari Maathai.47 Maathai, surely one of the 
least docile of African women, wrote extensive analyses of the reasons behind the 
(self)destruction of the African environment. At first she could not understand Africans 
cutting trees, because to her to do so was cutting off the source of life itself. She found 
the explanation - not an excuse but an explanation – in our history. For Maathai we 
have internalized the greed which drove other people to own and colonize us. Now we 
are our own oppressors. Citing the Old Testament Book of Numbers 11, Maathai draws 
a comparison between the Israelites rejecting manna from Heaven and our current 
destruction of our habitat Africa. Wangari Maathai writes, “The word ‘craving’, so 
implicated in the physical exploitation of the environment, indicates psychological 
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desperation and spiritual weakness. It illustrates a want that goes beyond simply filling 

one’s belly or satisfying one’s thirst.”48 

Maathai identifies limitless greed as rooted in a deep spiritual crisis. If we truly felt 
loved by God/de, she says, we would not need all the material things for which we are 
destroying our mother, Afrika. Following the usage established by the Pan-Africanist 
Congress of Azania, this paper uses the spelling ‘Africa’ to refer to the geographical 
space and ‘Afrika’ to refer to our lost Motherland. Maathai feels that we have lost the 
sense of spiritual belonging which is our birthright. It came, she says, when we lost our 

faith in ourselves, our ability to believe, and to do right: 

As the story in Numbers attests, the desire for more made the Israelites 
forget horrible experiences in Egypt such as slavery and imprisonment. At 
the same time, this desire itself can create intense suffering, by allowing 
us to disregard the past and not plan for the future. To be able to control 
that craving, to say, ‘No more, enough is enough’, is a matter of 
monumental discipline. This will not occur unless it is linked to the raising 
of consciousness that is essential to healing the earth.49  

We have forgotten who we are and where we came from. This greed which dominates 
our Motherland today comes from a deep spiritual hunger because we have lost 

something which is not replaceable by material wealth, namely our very identities: 

While I could understand to some extent the government’s paranoia about 
holding on to power, what I couldn’t fathom was why the environment 
was not as important to my fellow Africans, or Kenyans, or even Kikuyu’s, 
who were in the government or in positions of authority in society, as it 
was to me. Why were political leaders behaving as if they had colonized 
their own country – and, in so doing, had facilitated the exploitation of 
natural resources like the indigenous forests and land by handing them 
over to their political supporters or making them available to corporate 
interests? Why were they disinheriting their own people and future 
generations? Then I realized that it was not just the poor who had been 

culturally uprooted.50 

Maathai defines this death of imagination as an absence of kwimenya, a Kikuyu word 
meaning ‘self-knowledge’.51 Because we lack a sense of self, we continue to endlessly 
seek it, to fill the emptiness inside with material things, using violence to acquire what 

we cannot get by honest means.  
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If we are estranged from ourselves it means we do not know the spark of the Divine 
which is inside each of us. We have in the deepest, most fundamental sense lost touch 
with what is real. This applies to the rich as much as the poor. Only it seems as if the 
rich are more convinced we need to destroy one another to fill the void. They seek 
through domination to steal another’s self-hood. Perhaps the anger in Africa towards 
people who claim a different sexual orientation or gender identity is located precisely in 
this void because we have had to accept our sexuality as a conscious act of affirmation. 
To come out of the closet, we have had to know who we are, and while for most of us 
it has been an arduous journey we have had to undertake it with a sense of self-love 
and pride. Else we would have been physically or spiritually dead by now. We make a 
joke of the fact that every time a Mugabe, a Nujoma or a Zuma seeks to divert people 
from issues of poverty, corruption and greed, he whips people up against us. That way, 
people forget about both spiritual and physical hunger as they practice innumerable 
cruelties against each other and us. The rich stay in power, the poor stay poor and my 
people are raped, imprisoned, or dead. But forcing us to pay a price in pain and 
violence for our sense of self will not stop us from feeling it. Therefore those who have 
lost their kwimenya continue to be jealous of us. We have what they have lost, without 

which no worldly goods can bring joy. 

In this sense, homophobia in Africa speaks to the core of today’s African identity. It is 
indeed, as South African political thinkers have argued, about African souls, people who 
in Gqola’s terms have forgotten how to imagine the Divine in themselves. Maathai 
comes to a similar conclusion when she argues that the impact of colonialism caused us 
to forget our core values, namely respect for immanent nature and one another. This 
caused an eschatological crisis from which we have not yet recovered. She draws many 
examples from ancient Kikuyu culture to show that because we believed that God/de 
lived in mountains, trees and rivers, we practiced a respect for nature which ensured 
that we always lived within our means. We did not use more than what we needed, and 
because of this we always had enough. We did not cut more trees than would regrow, 
nor did we emit more carbon than our forests could absorb. In this way those simple 
religious beliefs protected both us, and our children for generations. Whether this was 
deliberately set about by our ancestors or whether environmental sustainability was 
simply a byproduct of an Ubuntu which included all species and the entire ecosystem, is 
perhaps not the point. The point is that when we lost our sense of identity and 

traditional values we doomed our children and ourselves to everlasting poverty.  

Laying out her argument, Maathai devotes much time to examining the destruction of 
climax ecosystems and its replacement by monocultures. She deplores the waste 
inherent in this approach. For her, diversity is in itself an important value. A diverse 
ecosystem is a healthy ecosystem, one which is resilient to external shocks and 
provides for its entire species in abundance. This reasoning applies also to culture: 

For all human beings, wherever we were born or grew up, the 
environment fostered our values, nurtured our bodies, and developed our 
religions. It defined who we are and how we see ourselves. No one 



culture is applicable to all human beings, none can satisfy all communities. 
Just as we are finally starting to see the value of biological diversity, we 
are also belatedly recognizing that humanity needs to find beauty in its 
diversity of cultures and accept that there are many languages, religions, 
attires, dances, songs, symbols, festivals and traditions, and that this 

cultural diversity should be seen as a natural heritage of humankind.52 

A system which does not respect diversity and tries to consist of one species is doomed 
to permanent instability. It lacks balance and requires an enormous input of 
petrochemicals to keep it going. The monocultural approach to agriculture is now busy 
destroying the world’s climate system. Maathai demonstrates the opposite way. Her 
insights into the links between cultural alienation, physical and spiritual poverty is what 
drove her to celebrate diversity and plant trees. Trees store water and capture carbon. 
These qualities enable trees to play host to a multitude of species and varieties within 
species, each one contributing to harmony within diversity. We should not be surprised 
that Maathai’s ecological approach to diversity enabled her to be supportive of people of 
many sexual orientations and gender identities. She probably just saw us as part of the 

ecosystem. After her death, Gay Kenya paid the following tribute: 

She was also very passionate about Human Rights, and earlier on at Gay 
Kenya, when we were looking for supportive voices we had reached out to 
her for support. She was extremely supportive and advised us not to 
expect it to be easy. In fact our battle for equality and non-discrimination 
would be just as hard if not even harder than that for the environment. 
When we pointed out that the Church would be our most unsympathetic 
source for homophobia, she pointed out that Kenyans are deeply religious, 
but that did not stop her from reclaiming forest land grabbed by the 
politically-connected religious elite. As if repeating the words of Martin 
Luther King Jr. who said, “The arc of history is long but it bends towards 

justice...53   

This affirmation should not be seen as charity or patronage on Maathai’s part, but 
simply an expression of what she truly believed. For her diversity was a sign of 
abundance. Enforcing conformity was a harbinger of poverty, both spiritual and 

material. Therefore she emphasizes that: 

The economy and the culture of many native peoples has shifted from a 
sense of collective responsibility for community well-being based on 
shared public space and the common good to an individualistic ethic that 
focuses on self. Whereas in the past the community could be defined by 
how it shared the bounty of the land with itself and visitors, now it is 
disorientated and disconnected from the land and the customs that 
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physically, environmentally and morally sustained them. Such changes in 
perspective on the natural world have been both cause and effect of the 
loss of self-respect and concern for the environment that has affected us. 

So much that was based on values has been lost.54 

It is not necessary to enter into arguments about whether she was factually correct. 
Certainly Maathai makes a powerful case for the Kikuyu of her youth which resonates 
with our studies of the historical Khoe. From West Africa Sam Mbah and I.E. Igariwey 
assure us that diversity was alive and well in the land of his youth: 

.. when Africans say lesbianism, or women marrying women, or men 
marrying men, is not traditional to us, any clear-headed political analyst, 
anthropologist or sociologist in this part of the world, would know that in 
Igbo society it was common for women to marry women, when faced with 
that situation in the absence of their husband, and be seen as the wife of 

the older woman.55 

It is important to be specific about time and place. Colonialism was merely one in a 
series of traumatic events which had affected Afrika. In order to understand our history 
it is important to study the period of slavery which preceded it. We have not fully 
mourned the loss of some millions of able, active Africans taken in the flower of their 
youth to labour in a foreign continent and the deaths of millions more in raiding and the 
Middle Passage; or fully considered the implications of this loss to the families and 
communities which were deprived of their loved ones and forced to flee themselves. It 
is something to consider in today’s Africa where people demonize their own children 
and cast them out of home, that at one time we valued human life and family values 
deeply. Be that as it may, many of the faultlines which plagued Africa and rendered it 
susceptible to colonial conquest stem from the impact of slave-raiding on our cultures. 
Some of us responded by collaborating in slavery and colonizing ourselves.  Conversion 
to Christianity a few centuries later played a role in offering some women and 
disadvantaged ethnic groups a path out of the systemic violence which had arisen as a 
result of the slave trade and consequent internal diaspora.56 If it had been a healthy 
Christianity, we may have been fine doing this.  

Now of course, many have argued that the problem is not Christianity as such, but the 
interpretation put upon it by those who proclaimed the faith. It is important not to pit 
one religion against another, but to ask ourselves what form of religion is being 
practiced. True faith finds love no matter in what language or creed it is expressed. For 
instance Wendell Berry, who views Christianity as his native religion, argues that the 

problem of alienation arises in a wrongful interpretation of Scripture: 
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.. Creation is not in any sense independent of the Creator, the result of a 
primal creative act long over and done with, but is the continuous, 
constant participation of all creatures in the being of God...We have no 
entitlement from the Bible to exterminate or permanently destroy or hold 
in contempt anything on the earth or in the heavens above it or in the 
waters beneath it. We have the right to use the gifts of nature but not to 
ruin or to waste it. We have the right to use what we need but no more, 
which is why the Bible forbids usury and great accumulations of 

property.57 

There is no escaping the question of values. An environmental theology can derive first 
principles from many religions, and the Bible itself demonstrably lends itself to many 
interpretations. Berry’s sensitive reading, along with that of many other Christian 
theologians58, is fully compatible with respect for the earth and all who live in it.59 
Therefore would be too simplistic if one phrased this issue as merely a pitting of one 
religion against another. Surely a truly African consideration must include the kind of 
values which are promoted in the name of religion. The problem remains that for those 
of us who come from Africa, we have to acknowledge that we had options. We still 
need to understand why these were not exercised. Maathai locates this problem in an 

arrested development when she says: 

..the transition Africans underwent from indigenous practices and 
worldviews to imposed spiritual and cultural systems from elsewhere was 
rapid, and in many cases incomplete. Consequently, while many Africans 
want to say they don’t believe in a traditional way of life, their 
understanding of, say, the Christian doctrine of suffering and redemption 

is often non-existent and only skin deep.60 

In this she speaks to the very heart of Khoekhoe culture and spirituality. The Khoe, as 
befits a micro-nation rooted in the land of the origins of humankind, hold as a prime 
spiritual tenet that the only thing which is constant is change. Diversity is important 
because it celebrates change. We were not afraid of change, only that we held fast to 
our culture and traditions in what constituted a right and proper way to embrace 
change. Within the framework of our belief system, what was important was not so 
much what you did as how you did it. We believe that it is in the process of changing 
consistent with your values that you truly discover yourself. We held numerous 
ceremonies celebrating the passage from one time of life to another, knowing that the 
one enduring truth – as in God/de’s love, or, another word for ultimate reality - was 
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that the more things change, the more they stay the same. Water is a metaphor for the 
Divine in our spiritual thinking: it is always itself, yet it is constantly changing. Because 
it is part of every living being, it is always changing from one state of being to another.  

Similarly the health of the Divine Spirit as expressed in Creation rejoices in the 
constancy of change, in the great dance of being where new steps are always being 
invented but the rhythm remains the same. This approach is the cognitive relative of 
Berry’s notion of the ‘continuous, constant participation of all creatures in the being of 
God.’ In celebration of growth and change, many early Khoe converts embraced 
Christianity, being alienated only when they discovered that the Christianity taught to 
them was asking them to forsake their value system. If we were born to change, and if 
we would have changed anyway were it not for slavery and colonialism, then it seems 
that the crime against humanity committed by these systems was not merely the 

violence, but that the trauma hindered us from healthy growth and change. 61  

In Maathai’s interpretation, arrested development has meant neither a healthy 
traditional religion nor a healthy Christianity. Instead we have sought the worst of both.  
For this reason, we cannot wholly discount our own agency in forsaking the Gods of our 
ancestors in favour of a new God. A problem arises when we remain in denial of the 
price we have paid for this.  We have not grieved our losses and so we cannot move 
on. Thus part of what makes Maathai’s analysis strong is that it is grounded in a 
historical and contextual specificity. It would have to be qualified as it is applied to 
different times and places in Africa. Still, what is important is the fact that she says it. 
When she identifies our losses, she allows us to go through the grief and come out on 
the other side. She shows us that running away from our sorrow only makes things 
worse, delivering us to anger, dividing us from God/de and rendering us susceptible to 

the temptation of being cruel to each other: 

The reawakening of kwimenya can provide individuals with deep 
psychological and spiritual clarity. There is enormous relief, as well as 
anger and sadness, when people realize that without a culture one is not 
only a slave, but also has in effect collaborated with the slave trader, and 
that the consequences have been long-lasting and devastating, extending 

back through generations.62  

Here, Maathai is making a powerful statement about values. She is saying what life 
ought to be, and indeed she is right. Trying to fill a spiritual hunger with material things 
is like drinking alcohol instead of water when you are thirsty. Your thirst is not slaked 
and you feel much worse the next day. In the same way, to disguise your undone 
grieving and your fear of growth and change as religion in the name of a stultifying, 
hierarchical, oppressive belief system is a sin no matter what name you call it. When 
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your only way of finding a sense of self is to bully people whom you can Other, then we 
used to call it ‘white’, ‘westernized’ or ‘European’. Now it is to be feared that we must 
simply call it wrong.  

To blame God for our wrongdoing is only adding insult to injury. Tutu is right when he 
refuses to worship such a God. What too many Africans have done is to abuse wine as 
water, which is, treating the gifts from the Source with disrespect and ingratitude, 
suffering an emotional hangover thereby, and projecting this inner turmoil onto 
anybody that they can construct as a victim: women, the poor, another ethnic group, 
lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgenders and intersex. It gives a momentary relief in a life 
filled with pain and destruction to a soul which has lost sight of heaven. For if God 
speaks to you in the voice of hatred and greed, you must know there is something 
wrong with what is being preached. Denying this truth will only bring us to where all 
the many other denials about what we have allowed to be done unto us have brought 
us: pain as the place where nothing changes.    

The role of a caring ministry in this situation must surely be to remind us of God/de’s 
forgiveness and love. We should not be further alienated by a preaching of hatred and 
violence. We have worshipped at that shrine for too long already, and in running away 
from our grief are busy taking the ecosystem down with us. The simple beliefs that 
preserved our lives and our cultures are what we lost under impact of the colonizing 
religions which taught us that trees are not holy, and that God/de lives only in a 
building or on a piece of papyrus. When we lost the beliefs of our ancestors we lost a 
part of ourselves which was irreplaceable. According to Maathai, we have been seeking 
ever since to fill the gaping hole. In the seeking we have fallen so low that we have 

managed to forget even what it is we have lost.  

I am  not saying that we should cling to the memory of slavery, dispossession and 
imprisonment. There is little to do with pain but to put it behind us and in the hands of 
the Great Healer. What is being said is that we should remember we are the people 
who overcame, who wrote poetry, sang praises and dreamt of freedom. We have the 
freedom, now, to take responsibility for our actions. It is no longer enough to blame the 
slave raiders and colonizers. Yes, they came, and yes, they may have been for a short 
while militarily more powerful. Yet we did not have to allow them to conquer our souls. 
Only we can answer to God/de for the use to which we now have put our spiritual 
powers. Sufficient generations have passed from colonialism for us to ask the right 
questions:  

 What have we become?   
 Who are we that we cut trees, dam rivers and kill gay people?  

 How could have we forgotten our God/de, who shone on us in our darkest hour 
and brought us out of slavery?  

 What kind of gratitude is it which destroys the Earth we are given?   

The spiritual identity crisis which we are undergoing is fundamentally a crisis of faith. 
We have stopped believing in a God/de who loves us. Therefore we cannot love one 



another as the image of God/de. Instead we destroy the planet which bore us and 
indeed, if that is to happen perhaps it would be best to be destroyed along with nature. 
For who are we without our Mother? 

Prayer in action creates wholeness 
This essay has located gay liberation in South Africa within its broader context of a 
general search for liberation from race, class and gender domination. It has placed its 
successes and shortcomings within the general gains and losses of South African 
society. It is important to remember in these days where greed begets corruption, 
which begets lies and hypocrisy, which begets violence; that violence against the 
community of lesbians and other marginalized sexual orientations and gender identities 
cannot be understood on its own. To do so would be to diminish our struggle.   

 

The essay has further sought to connect this analysis with the environmental 
spirituality63 of one of its greatest practitioners; meaning by this approach to emphasize 
that South Africa does not exist in isolation but is part of a larger continent whose 
thought and creativity interacts with our own. Lastly, it has pointed out that 
environmental theology raises fundamentally the question of values, and that this 
debate stretches beyond our continent. Yet we would not be Africans if we could not 
participate in a discussion of values on equal terms. 

It remains only to repeat that this debate also cannot only be about violence against 
gays, lesbians and their comrades. We cannot allow ourselves to be isolated from our 
nations and cultural communities. To make sense, our situation has to shed light on the 
question of violence in Africa generally. For surely the victory of the South African 
example is that we know we cannot only be lesbians. We have to act as full citizens of 

the continent we seek to claim.   

In concluding, therefore, it would be good to discuss how we broaden the social and 
spiritual spaces where people of alternative sexual orientations and gender identities 
can live. Religious leaders are meant to be healers of human communities and the 
demonization of sexual minorities robs of them of this critical role.  African spiritualities 
cannot survive in the abstract; they must be embodied in people who in turn must be 
embedded in a living ecology. Maathai counts as not least amongst the depredations 
caused by a colonizing Christianity upon this continent the attacks on traditional 

healers: 

One resource for pre-colonial Africans that is sorely missed is the 
traditional healer or medicine man or women, which in Western terms 
would be defined, at least in part, as a psychiatrist. Both provide a similar 
service, in that they attempt to plumb the psyche in ways that cannot 
easily be reached by either surgery or drugs. They possess a natural 
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ability to listen and empathize, and are skilled in responding to emotional 
trauma and suffering. As repositories of the wisdom gathered over 
generations, traditional healers served an important function in indigenous 
societies. If the colonial administrators had not demonized them – as they 
had to their own traditional healers - they might have introduced them to 
reading and writing and thus been able to share, in written form, their 
knowledge as it evolved with the times.64  

From an ecological point of view, traditional healers were critical in caretaking the land 
and its creatures. Plants used for medicinal and cultural-spiritual purposes often 
senesce and die if not regularly harvested. They also vary in their strength according to 
the seasons, the time of day, the weather, the soils and the micro-climate. A particular 
plant can be poisonous at one time of year and medicinal in another season. The 
knowledge, therefore, not only of the plants but of their place within a broader human 
ecology formed the chief part of a healer’s training, and in their meetings and modes of 
organization they collectively served the function of regulating what could be harvested 
and when. In this sense they were the caretakers of the environment and this 
expressed in practice their broader therapeutic work. Human beings are happiest when 
in harmony with their environment which is created by God/de for everyone’s pleasure 
and joy. So in seeking to drive traditional healers into extinction – or at least into the 
closet – demon hunters undermined a fundamental part of Afrikan regulatory systems 
of commons management.  

As part of their function as keepers of the human ecology, it should not be surprising 
that traditional healers were not afraid to hold political leaders accountable. Kapya J 
Kaoma, in his brilliant exposition analyzing popular cultural critiques of authoritarianism 
in Zambia, has pointed out that traditional healers also played an important role in 
governance: 

In many cases, spiritual mediums were watchmen/women of community 
wellbeing. By claiming to speak for God as well as the ancestors, diviners 
claimed power over the rulers. As in the Bible, where prophets were 
spokespersons of Yahweh, Africans believed that mediums were 
possessed with higher powers. No living leader claimed power over them 
without risking the throne. Although it was common for chiefs to 
manipulate diviners, mostly diviners had the interest of the community at 
heart.65 

The more we were divided, the easier we were to conquer. Traditional leadership rested 
fundamentally on respect. A chief without authority is not a chief, but authority is only 
granted by the free will of the community. Removing democratic checks and balances, 
such as forbidding women to speak in public and insisting they defer to their husbands, 
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assisted the colonial regimes in creating dictatorial chiefs who were easily picked off or 
bought out, one by one. No one rose to defend them except their nearest kinsmen who 
had eaten from their pots. In the same way, when demonizing traditional healers the 
missionaries weakened their power and thereby weakened the whole community in its 

established systems of governance.  

From the perspective of sexual orientation and gender identity, destroying the 
institution of traditional healers removed one of the spaces in which women could make 
an independent living. In the context of colonial land dispossession, this was a 
devastating blow to those people who did not desire heterosexual marriage. Certainly in 
Southern Africa, this customary mode of expressing alternative sexual identities was 
fatally undercut by colonial conquest and mission churches. Of course many still remain. 
The institution itself, however, has not escaped the influence of westernization. As 

Nkunzi Nkabinde observes: 

The history of black lesbians had been extremely difficult to uncover until we 
started focusing on same-sex sangomas. The heterosexual male sangomas who 
control our oral history and the information that is passed down from generation 
to generation have insisted that we keep same-sex relationships secret. People 
know that it has existed for a very long time, but no one is supposed to talk 
about it. When pressed, our elders acknowledge that it has always existed 

secretly amongst sangomas.66 

Silencing is one of the most important weapons of oppression and speech often the first 
step we take towards liberation. Still, the diffuse and multi-valent politics of the closet 
are surely the most complex of all politics. Secrecy has sometimes existed, not to 
shame, but to protect. So for instance the role-playing of butch and femme functioned 
historically to protect the femme – two people holding hands in the street are less likely 
to be attacked if one of them looks like a man. It should not be forgotten that one of 
our young post-apartheid heroes, Zoliswa Nkonyana---the 19-year-old murdered for 

being a lesbian – died fighting off her attackers so that her girlfriend could escape.67  

Similarly, we should not read the secrecy imposed on sangomas as a single value 
imposed purely for purposes of oppression. This may well be true in some instances, 
but we can also read the extent of the closet as an indicator of our relative freedom. 
The fact that many young lesbians today don’t do role-play, instead exploring multiple 
or agendered identities, must surely be a sign of how far we have come. No doubt it 
was frustrating for those traditional healers who found themselves closeted against 
their will. But secrecy did serve to protect an historically important institution and the 
role these people played in society.  The extent to which we can begin to speak and 
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write about our existence and our duties is surely an indicator of an increasing degree 
of freedom. In short it is perhaps time that we began to discuss, not traditional healing 
as opposed to Christianity or Islam, but rather the ways in which people of like values 
can work together to serve the Source. Surely, in view of the ministry which must be 
done, in working together caring for troubled souls and assisting them to heal, we could 
achieve a level of maturity such that we spend less energy debating doctrinal 
differences and more time remembering that we are One.  

As such this essay closes with an expression of gratitude. Audre Lorde has written of 

living in a society where, in her words, ‘we were never meant to survive’. She says: 

In a paradoxical sense, once I accepted my position as different from the 
larger society as well as from any single sub-society - Black or gay – I felt 
I didn’t have to try so hard. To be accepted. To look femme. To be 
straight. To look straight. To be proper. To look ‘nice’. To be liked. To be 
loved. To be approved. What I didn’t realize was how much harder I had 
to try merely to stay alive, or rather, so stay human. How much stronger 
a person I became in the trying.68 

Similarly, in learning to stay alive and hold on to my values as a lesbian living on this 
continent. I have had to stretch my abilities, stand up for my beliefs, and discover anew 
each day how absolute is God/de’s love for me. I owe a debt of gratitude to 
homophobia for making me stronger in my faith. I could not have done it alone  
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