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“This book is fascinating.”
– Amanda Blankfield, The Citizen
“These personal narratives give a deeper insight into
how women view their sexuality and how they cope with the pressure
of living in patriarchal societies that view their sexuality
as a sin and import from the depraved West.”
– Ruth Bengu, Sowetan

“This unique anthology is well-stocked with
information about the traditional and secretive
ways in which women express their true selves.”
– Jane Wayne, The Cape Times

“A vivid portrait of the lives of African women engaged in
same-sex relations and practices, portraying the joys of
having found love as well the pains of betrayal and the
hatred encountered in their communities, as well as the many
shades of emotions in between. This book eloquently testifies
that although silence isolates and protects these women, some
are beginning to speak out.”
– Innocent Maphalala, Times of Swaziland

“Bob Mugabe won’t like it. Neither will Sam Nujoma nor
Daniel arap Moi. A new book, Tommy Boys,
Lesbian Men and Ancestral Wives, says that homosexuality
in Africa has long been in existence.”
– Annica Marincowitz, Sunday Times
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Introduction
Ruth Morgan and Saskia Wieringa

T

he project which forms the basis of this book was conceptualised two
years ago around Ruth’s kitchen table when Saskia was spending a
few days in Johannesburg en route to Namibia. We had met at the third
conference of the International Association for the Study of Sexuality,
Culture and Society (IASSCS) in Melbourne in 2001, and we were
discussing the upcoming fourth conference of the IASSCS which would be
held in Johannesburg the following year. This would be the first time the
IASSCS conference would be held in Africa. The theme was ‘Sex and
Secrecy’. Saskia was on the Steering Committee of the IASSCS and Ruth
was the director of the Gay and Lesbian Archives (GALA) in
Johannesburg. Together we wanted to host a session at the women’s samesex forum with a regional focus on Africa. The problem was that we could
not identify sufficient African woman researchers working on female
same-sex practices in different countries that we could invite to our
session. The topic was secret indeed.
Same-sex practices in general, and more particularly women’s same-sex
relations, have been difficult to research in Africa due to the fact that
many African leaders declare it taboo on the basis that it is ‘unAfrican’
and an ‘import from the west’. The general homophobia of post-colonial
governments, apart from South Africa, is compounded by the local
patriarchal system in each country, making lesbian women doubly
oppressed. We therefore decided to initiate the African Women’s Life Story
Project which would provide an opportunity to train women activists
from different African countries to do such research. We wanted to find
women who were interested in collecting personal narratives on a range of
issues related to sex and secrecy. We hoped the project would stimulate
new ethnographies and theoretical insights on sexuality and secrecy from
African countries. The women would present their findings at a session
with a regional focus on Africa at the conference.
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There was no time to wait for funding. Work began immediately on
identifying the researchers. Donna Smith and Bart Luirink from Behind the
Mask, a website which is based in South Africa, provided the contact
information for the relevant organisations in Africa from their African
network. The invitations went out and the responses flooded in. The first
seven countries to respond were selected for participation. These were South
Africa, Botswana, Kenya, Namibia, Swaziland, Tanzania and Uganda.
The Gender, Women and Development desk of the Humanist Institute
for Co-operation with Developing Countries (HIVOS), the Netherlands,
enthusiastically agreed to fund the project. The first workshop for the
researchers was held in South Africa in March 2003, three months before
the conference. At this five-day workshop the women were trained by
Saskia with the assistance of Ruth. The training workshop had a number
of objectives. In general the participants had to be prepared to conduct life
history interviews on women’s same-sex relations and practices in various
circumstances, code and transcribe these interviews, and start the analysis
of them. They also had to learn to take field notes and collect information
on the context. They had to be introduced to the major interview
techniques used in oral history, as well as participant observation and
triangulation with other methods such as the collection of secondary data.
In addition, they had to be exposed to the major theoretical concepts
underlying research on women’s same-sex practices and relations, and to
the wide variety of women’s same-sex practices in Africa. When they
arrived, the women informed us that it would be impossible for them to
interview lesbians as none existed in their countries, although they were
happy to participate in this project. Meeting each other was already
empowering for them. We told them to wait and that we would discuss
this again with them after the workshop.
An important part of the training was to discuss issues of identity,
labelling and the tension between sexual behaviours and identities. The
participants described the process of how women with a same-sex
orientation in their countries had come a long way to come to terms with
their desires and loves. The paths they had followed had led them to the
rights-based discourse of the feminist and struggling LGBTI (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgendered and intersex) organisations in their countries.
Some of them had come to identify as ‘lesbian’ and often were the only
lesbian or same-sex identified woman in their LGBTI organisation. For
some of them this ‘lesbian’ identity entailed various markers. Their

12

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 13

Introduction
feminist background led some of them to denounce role-playing as
copying of heterosexual patterns and they saw their ‘lesbian’ identity as
the only way to live women’s same-sex relations. In the training we shared
with them many examples of other ways African women of various ethnic
groups had found to have relationships with other women. Topics covered
included traditional institutionalised forms such as female bond
friendships variously called oumapanga or motsoalle, women marriages,
transgender and same-sex identified healers, girls’ erotic play at boarding
schools including ‘mummy-baby’ relationships, initiation rites and such
practices as the elongation of the labia and kitchen parties. We also
discussed contemporary forms, both the butch-femme cultures and
political lesbian organisations. This historical material is summarised in
chapter 9 of this book. Another focus of the discussion was the
introduction of homophobia through missionaries and colonial
administrators among the groups who had previously accepted women’s
same-sex relations. We concluded that homophobic post-colonial
governments perpetuated colonial policies in denouncing same-sex
relations, and that it seems a perverse distortion of African history to label
same-sex relations as a ‘western import’.
By the end of the workshop the women had learnt to see women’s samesex practices in a cultural, historical and political context. They
understood that they did not need to use the limiting construct of a
western lesbian identity and that they should incorporate a wide variety of
women’s same-sex practices into their research. All felt that the workshop
had considerably broadened their views on women’s same-sex practices. ‘I
didn’t know many of these sexual practices we discussed. I now realise
there is no “right” or “wrong” way to have sex between women,’ a
participant said.
They also understood the principles of reflexivity underlying a
qualitative research process such as this one, and were able to put aside
their own views on women’s same-sex relations for the purpose of the
research process. ‘I lost a lot of naïve thoughts and will keep my biases to
myself,’ a participant commented. ‘My life was flipped in a matter of a few
days,’ as another one expressed it. Or, another comment: ‘I think totally
differently now about, for instance, sexuality in general. I don’t put people
in boxes so easily now and find labelling less important. I no longer have
these prejudices of bisexual women I used to have!’ All agreed that it
provided an important learning experience for them, an ‘eye opener’ as
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several commented. For us it was fascinating to see how naturally and
quickly the women began to shift their thinking and their own categories
of what a lesbian may be.
At the workshop we also screened three films. Two concerned examples
of communities of women’s same-sex relations: one on Japanese
transgender female-bodied entertainers for women and the other on samesex sangomas (traditional healers) in South Africa. The third one was
quite an explicit Dutch documentary on lesbian sex. In order to train the
women to interview people about sexual practices, we first had to
overcome their own embarrassment in talking about sex – because in their
cultures it was completely taboo. The women quickly changed from being
giggly and embarrassed to becoming matter of fact, after their practice
sessions interviewing each other.
Lastly the participants had to learn practical skills. They had to be
acquainted with the use of the cameras and audio tape recorders, and
needed to know how to code and transcribe an interview.
The women returned to their countries where they collected 3–5
personal narratives from women involved in same-sex relationships or
with same-sex practices, over the following three months. The interviews
would be the basis for their presentations at the IASSCS Sex and Secrecy
conference. Another workshop geared to preparing and writing up the
presentations was held a few days before the conference in June. The
objectives of this workshop were to get feedback regarding the fieldwork
experience, and to then provide support and mentoring during the writing
of their conference presentations. We asked Evelyn Blackwood (Purdue
University, USA) and Abha Bhaiya (JAGORI, India) to assist with
the mentoring process. With four mentors and nine participants, each
mentor could work with 2–3 participants. The participants also prepared
a small exhibition, with photographs and quotes from their interviews. At
the conference each woman presented for fifteen minutes in a full
conference session.
We have included eight of these presentations in this book. The ninth
one (from Botswana) was based on too little material to be further
elaborated.
The weakest part of the project was the photographic component. Only
two participants from Uganda and Tanzania received permission from
interviewees to take photographs. This is not surprising given the high
levels of homophobia and secrecy in African countries.
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A welcome and unexpected outcome of this project was the
establishment of the African Lesbian Alliance whose founding members
are the workshop participants. The ALA was renamed the Coalition of
Lesbian Africans (CAL) at their first strategic planning meeting in
Namibia in 2004. This network is currently being co-ordinated by The
Rainbow Project in Namibia.
Collecting the interviews
The biggest challenge that the women faced in their fieldwork was getting
five women to agree to be interviewed. All the researchers, despite the fact
that they were activists who were insiders and in most cases could
interview their informants in their first language, had a great deal of
difficulty getting women to agree to the interviews. However, through the
determination and perseverance of the researchers, who often had to make
repeated trips to gain their informants’ trust, the interviews were
completed successfully in eight out of the nine cases. Unfortunately, the
researcher from Botswana had insufficient material to be included in the
book through no fault of her own. She encountered such problems getting
interviews due to the high levels of homophobia in Botswana, that she
could only convince two people to be interviewed. She explained that in
Botswana their LGBTI organisation could not get off the ground as no one
is prepared to visibly identify themselves by attending a meeting. Although
Tanzania is extremely repressive in terms of homosexuality with life
imprisonment as the penalty, the fact that it has a strong lesbian
organisation with a large membership made it somewhat easier to find
women to be interviewed. This was facilitated by the interviewer’s
explanation of the project in the context of the organisation, saying that
it may help the organisation get international recognition to aid their
struggle. A similar explanation was given as a motivation for women to
participate in Uganda.
It was not easy for people to trust the researchers with such sensitive
information. Some interviewees in Kenya refused to discuss same-sex
practices before the interview had started. The South African lesbian
sangoma (traditional healer), Nkunzi, could only get the interviews from
fellow same-sex sangomas due to the fact that she herself was one. A white
researcher or a black non-sangoma would never have been entrusted with
the sensitive information that Nkunzi gathered. Siza, for instance, tried
hard to interview sangomas in her own country, Swaziland, but as she had
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had no prior contact with them, and wasn’t trusted, her efforts failed. As
is discussed in chapter 9, this throws doubt on the anthropological
accounts of women’s same-sex relations, of women marriages and of
healers, which emphatically deny that sexuality is involved.
The fact that we wanted the women to record their interviews on
audiocassette was an obstacle for the interviewees. Given the high levels
of homophobia, taboos and discrimination in these East and Southern
African countries, there was a great deal of fear about where the tape
would end up, and that they might be able to be identified from the
recordings. None of the interviewers were able to bring the audiotapes to
GALA as they had to be destroyed or returned to the interviewees. One of
the same-sex sangoma interviewees in rural South Africa refused to be
tape-recorded at all. Nkunzi had to rely on her memory and take notes
afterwards, as she wasn’t allowed to take notes during the interview. Yet
the use of audiocassettes was vital for the project. As the following
chapters show, the transcribed interviews yield invaluable material, in the
voices of the interviewees themselves. Even in this direct way though some
original flavour inevitably was lost.
In spite of these difficulties most researchers were able to collect the five
in-depth interviews they aimed to complete yielding a total of thirty-nine
interviews, thirty-seven of which were transcribed. Using pseudonyms, and
on conditions of strict anonymity, they were able to use translations of their
transcriptions to prepare the papers for the conference. These 4–8–page
papers Ruth and Saskia then edited, adding some preliminary analysis, and
much more interview material than was originally included. This represents
a unique body of interview material that would be impossible for outsiders
to access. For this reason we have tried to include as much as of the original
raw interview material as possible in this book to make it available to a
wide audience. The interviews were held in many languages including
Swahili, Khoekhoegowab (Damara), siSwati, isiZulu. seSotho, Kamba,
English and Afrikaans. Members of the following ethnicities were
interviewed: Kikuyu, Taita and Kamba in Kenya, Baganda in Uganda,
Damara and Ovambo in Namibia, Zulu, Sotho and Tswana in South Africa
and Swazi in Swaziland. In several cases interviewees did not identify in any
ethnic way, but associated themselves with their country (e.g. Tanzania).
Only in the case of Kamba a translator was needed. The interviewers then
transcribed the interviews themselves, while translating them into English.
As English is not the first language of any of the interviewers some
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grammatical and idiomatic editing had to be done by Ruth and Saskia.
Thus although the text of the interviews in the next eight chapters is close
to the original words of the informants, the process of transcribing,
translating and editing has inevitably introduced some distance to the
original text.
Homophobia and the suppression of same-sex practices
Themes of homophobia and intolerance inform all the papers. Current
political leaders who view homosexuality as unAfrican have appropriated the
perception that same-sex practices are unnatural and sinful. They regularly
direct hate speech at LGBTI people in their countries. This homophobia is
based on the perception that same-sex relations are alien to African culture
and an import from the depraved West. This perception is based on current
African leaders being ignorant of the fact that a range of same-sex practices
in Africa have existed for a long time. These include different types of female
friendships and women marriages that occurred between powerful women
such as rain queens and traditional healers (sangomas). The arrival of the
missionaries and the subsequent influence of Christianity introduced the
belief that same-sex relations were an [un]forgivable sin in the eyes of God to
societies where same-sex relations were institutionalised or entrenched. The
internalisation of this idea was particularly successful for some groups. In
Tanzania and South Africa for instance, interviewees recorded that same-sex
practices were seen as ‘immoral’, ‘satanic’ or a thing from the devil. Kenyan
women said it was seen as ‘barbaric’ and ‘alien’. This resulted in a silence
around female same-sexuality that has made African same-sexuality difficult
to document. This silence and fear has been internalised by most of the
interviewees in this project.
To help break this silence we have incorporated a chapter that analyses
the available historical material on women’s same-sex relations, as
narrated by missionaries, anthropologists and other chroniclers. As part of
this project, Saskia, who has been collecting this material for over two
decades, will make it available to the groups that participate in the
Coalition of African Lesbians.
The homophobia in many post-colonial African states also results in
same-sex identified women feeling alienated from the project of nation
building in their countries. In several cases women said that they would
love to migrate to places where they would be better accepted. But, as a
Namibian interviewee reflected: ‘What if I don’t want to go anywhere? If
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I just want to belong here in this country I have helped to make
independent?’ In Tanzania the women said they were not considered to be
‘true Tanzanians’. Yet, they recorded various older terms which were in
use to refer to same-sex practices, demonstrating that they must long
have been acknowledged. African leaders should reflect on what kind of
countries they are creating when people born in them are made so
desperate that they are prevented from expressing the love they feel, and
that they are thinking of leaving the places where they feel they belong.
Many of the interviewees expressed the wish to be able to marry their
lovers. All of them would like to become full sexual citizens of their
countries. In that respect some turned their eyes to South Africa which
grants all rights besides marriage to same-sex relations. It has to be
reiterated here that women in, for instance, women marriages, had full
rights as citizens of their communities before colonial powers intervened
and introduced their own Victorian norms and legal apparatus.
In this respect it is interesting to recall an experience Saskia had when she
visited Benin in 1996. An attempt to rewrite the family law was underway,
to remove the biases introduced by the French. Saskia asked one of the
members of the drafting committee, a former minister of justice, which
sources were used to acquire knowledge about traditional forms of
marriages. It turned out that the major source was the work of the
anthropologist Herskovits, who had lived and worked for many years
among the Fon, the dominant ethnic group of Dahomey (earlier name for
Benin). Saskia asked the former minister if they also planned to legalise
women marriages, as that was one of the traditional marriage forms that
the Fon knew, and that were described by Herskovits. The reply was that
that was absolutely not going to happen, as Herskovits’ language skills
undoubtedly had been deficient so that he must have misunderstood this
form of relations. According to her the Fon had never known women
marriages. Apparently Herskovits has picked up enough Fon in his decades
of involvement in that society to be trusted on all other aspects of marriage
relations, while his proficiency of the Fon language miraculously failed him
when researching women marriages. A few days later Saskia met a young
brave woman anthropologist who had done research on the women armies
of the Fon kings. Her grandmother, she informed Saskia, had been the
powerful head of a compound and had had two wives, contracted to the
customary rules of polygyny. Unfortunately she had passed away before her
granddaughter had been able to really listen to her life story.
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In our project two of the researchers dealt with forms of traditional
African same-sex practices, namely women marriages amongst the Kamba
in Kenya and ancestral marriages of traditional healers (sangomas) in
South Africa. Although the power of the sangoma is still strong in South
Africa, sexuality within same-sex marriages is still seen as taboo by the
majority of heterosexual sangomas. Younger lesbian sangomas are living
openly in same-sex relationships in the urban areas but older same-sex
identified sangomas have a high level of secrecy around their samesexuality within traditional same-sex marriages. Members of Kenya’s
younger generation, on the other hand, do not accept women marriages as
easily as in earlier days.
Secrecy and survival
The silence in which most African women in same-sex relations live their
lives causes their marginalisation from society. Coming out of the closet
may offer the tenuous comfort of the support of an embattled group
of LGBTI activists, but it is often also very dangerous. They may lose
whatever support their families afforded them and may be evicted from
their homes. Worse, they may experience all sorts of hate crimes, such as
rape. As Marianne says to Elizabeth:
‘One negative thing is men in the community are watching our kind of
people, because you don’t want relationships with men and are together
with a woman. They think I must rape that woman or, if men have AIDS,
rape me and give me the disease as well, or think men did not stay in a
good way with lesbian women so I have to do this to give them … Nobody
has ever told me any good about my relationship.’
So silence isolates, but it also protects them. Yet lesbian-identified
women are beginning to speak out as this book eloquently testifies, and
they are organising to fight the discriminatory laws of their countries. In
Namibia the sodomy law is still in force, as is the case in all the countries
represented in this project with the exception of South Africa. In Uganda,
and recently also in Tanzania, women and men in same-sex relations risk
life imprisonment while in other countries such as Kenya, they risk a
sentence of up to fourteen years imprisonment. While at the moment
convictions of women based on these laws are rare, they do create an
atmosphere of terror, the climate in which law enforcement agencies can
demand hefty bribes and the hatred and resentment in communities by
which hate crimes can be committed. It is bitter to acknowledge that this
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phase in which women lesbian activists are beginning to demand their
rights may, for all its liberatory potential in the long term, demand many
victims in the short run.
In September 2004 FannyAnn Eddy, the founder of the Sierra Leone
Lesbian and Gay Association (SLLAGA), was murdered in her office. In
April of that year she had courageously advocated the passing of the socalled ‘Brazil Resolution’ in Geneva, at the UN Human Rights Committee.
This Resolution, tabled by Brazil in 2003, calls for the recognition of
sexual orientation as a human rights issue. So far it has not been
passed, due to strong resistance from the Vatican, the Islamic Conference
countries and the African bloc.
Human rights, women’s rights, sexual rights
Same-sex identified women can find support for their struggles with
various kinds of rights organisations: general human rights groups,
women’s rights groups and LGBTI organisations. To make sure these
groups incorporate arguments to fight for lesbian rights, we will briefly
survey the major arguments that can be used. The struggle for rights for
women engaged in same-sex practices or relations can be waged on
different levels. On the general level of human rights three kinds of rights
are applicable; the right to liberty, the right to freedom from
discrimination and equality before the law and the right to privacy. These
rights are not easy to achieve though, nor are they always interpreted to
protect LGBTI people. The right to liberty is the most comprehensive one,
but also the most difficult to achieve. Most countries do not guarantee
liberty for all their citizens or even for the majority of them, let alone for
lesbian-identified women. The right to freedom from discrimination seems
the most likely right to be fought for. However, what is meant is the right
to freedom from unfair discrimination, as there are various kinds of
discrimination that are considered ‘fair’, such as taxing the rich. In cases
where political leaders proclaim same-sex relations to be satanic, judges
may consider discrimination against such people quite ‘fair’. However, if
the Constitution emphatically prohibits discrimination and includes
sexual orientation in its list, as is the case in South Africa, LGBTI people
may gain their full rights. These rights need to extend into the public
sphere, such as the acceptance of gay marriage. The struggle for the right
to privacy may in most cases yield the best short term results. Same-sex
partners will not gain the right to marry, inherit or adopt children, as these
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are rights in the public domain, but they may fight for their right to be left
in peace in the sanctity of their own home – provided they have been able
to get one, which is more difficult for women than for men.
Women’s groups with a rights agenda have several tools that are of
interest to lesbian women. First of all they are engaged in the struggle for
the ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, CEDAW, without reservation, and for the
implementation of the rights contained in it. Three articles are of
particular interest to lesbian women. Article 2 calls upon state parties to
take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women
by any person or institution, and calls upon states to enact appropriate
legal protection of the rights of women. Article 16 stipulates that state
parties take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against
women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations. Article 5
calls upon state parties to eliminate prejudices and customary and other
practices that are based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority of
either of the sexes, or on stereotyped roles for men and women.
These are potentially strong tools in the fight for equal rights for lesbian
women. However, although most African states have ratified the
Convention and are thus legally obliged to abide by its rules, many states
have made reservations on important articles, such as Article 16 which
make it de facto very difficult to fight for the right for sexual orientation.
Secondly, not all women’s organisations, particularly those ones that are
working closely with the government, are eager to fight for the rights of
lesbian women.
If the above rights do not mention sexuality at all, there is one
international document that does so, the Programme of Action adopted at
the International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo
1994). This is not a Convention, such as CEDAW, so it does not have the
same legal force, but as it is based on CEDAW, it can be considered to be
an international consensus document, to which the states that have signed
it are morally, and often legally, obliged. Most African states have helped
draft the POA and have signed it. Sexuality is mentioned in the context of
reproductive rights. Article 7.2 says that people should be able to have a
‘satisfying and safe sex life’. This was such a powerful formulation that it
could not be repeated, due to strong opposition from the Vatican and the
Islamic bloc, in the subsequent Fourth Women’s World Conference in
Beijing, 1995. So far the ICPD POA is the strongest international
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document that can be used to fight for the right to determine one’s own
sexual orientation. However, as it is mostly used to fight for reproductive
rights, women’s groups and lesbian groups have hardly employed it to
fight for the right to sexual orientation as well.
The Brazil Resolution to the UN Human Right Commission, mentioned
above, should guarantee the right to determine one’s sexual orientation at
an international level. However, so far it has not been passed. Several
LGBTI groups on the African continent fight for it, and it is important
that lesbian women join that fight. However, many LGBTI groups are
male-dominated and not always very sensitive to the specific needs of their
female-bodied members.
But fighting for, or even achieving rights at the national level may not
immediately reduce homophobia at the community level. Consciousness
raising at that level will always remain crucial. Also, struggles for human,
women’s or sexual rights have to be embedded in the national context,
incorporating social, political, religious and ethnic peculiarities. Rights
instruments always have to be used in a culturally sensitive way, if they
can be used at all. In some countries, as we saw in Botswana and
Swaziland, there is such strong resistance to gay and lesbian people, that
they don’t have any LGBTI organisation at all. The women involved in
this project with the exception of South Africa, Namibia and Tanzania
where there are strong women’s rights and lesbian organisations
respectively, were mostly working in isolation without the support of
women’s rights organisations, or lesbian specific organisations. The
Coalition of African Lesbians is therefore of utmost importance to create
networks of regional support and solidarity.
This book has several purposes. It demonstrates that there are
traditional and institutionalised ways in which African women contracted
same-sex relations. Secondly, it proclaims the right of African women
engaged in same-sex practices or relations to their identities as Africans,
for as several interviewees state: ‘We, lesbian women, are born here in
Africa, we belong here. Who can say we are unAfrican?’ Thirdly, it gives
a vivid portrait of the lives of African women engaged in same-sex
relations and practices, portraying the joys of having found love, the pains
of betrayals and the hatred encountered in their communities, as well as
the many shades of emotions in between.
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Chapter One
‘I want to marry the woman of my
choice without fear of being stoned’:
female marriages and bisexual women
in Kenya

Nancy Baraka with Ruth Morgan

I

am a 26-year-old freelance journalist from Nairobi with a diploma in
communication arts. I am an active member of the Association of Media
Women in Kenya (AMWIK).
Legal position of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered
community (LGBT) in Kenya
In common with other African leaders, former President Daniel Arap Moi
has verbally attacked homosexuals and lesbians on various occasions. In
The Nation, a leading Kenyan newspaper, Moi said ‘Kenya has no room
or time for homosexuals and lesbians. Homosexuality is against African
norms and traditions, and even in religion it is considered a great sin.’
Sections 162 to 165 of the penal code outlaw homosexual behaviour
and attempted homosexual behaviour between men, referring to it as
‘carnal knowledge against the order of nature’. The penalty is 5–14 years
imprisonment. Lesbian relations, though not specifically mentioned under
the law, could depending upon interpretation be proscribed under the
above reference as this applies equally to women as to men. In practice,
the Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA) advises that while men are
occasionally prosecuted for homosexual offences they are not aware of
any cases where women have been charged. If men are caught practising
‘carnal knowledge’ the police impose a fine of around 30 000 Kenyan
shillings, and it is very rare that imprisonment occurs. It is unlikely that
legal action would be taken against a homosexual male or female unless
some other offence was involved. The reason for the lack of enforcement
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of the laws is that the state has not focussed on homosexuality as a
political issue as it assumes the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered
(LGBT) community is too small to warrant its time and attention. The
LGBT organisations and groups do not draw attention to their activities
and are therefore invisible in the public domain. Unless people are actively
involved in these organisations they will not know of their existence. It is
therefore very rare for police to raid parties or events.
The Kenyan constitution, that recognises only heterosexual relationships,
1
was gazetted in November 2003. During the drafting of the new
constitution same-sex organisations were not actively involved in this
process due to their need to operate underground to avoid being arrested.
Although a few human rights organisations lobbied for the legalisation of
same-sex relationships, this idea was opposed by religious groups who are
the moral custodians in Kenyan society and who have a great deal of
support. The process of drafting the new constitution included
participation by a wide range of organisations in civil society, including
women’s organisations, professional associations, trade unions, religious
groups and other Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs).
Cultural and religious beliefs
Homosexuality has been termed barbaric and alien to our culture. It is
seen as an import from western culture. This notion has been instilled in
Kenyans through various leaders, either through the church, both Catholic
and Protestant, or from the government.
Culturally our society has had a big problem with same-sex
relationships making it very difficult for people to come out publicly as
homosexuals. Men cannot show affection in public without provoking a
reaction. For example when two men are seen holding hands, words such
as shoga and msenge (Swahili terms meaning ‘slut’) are on everyone’s lips.
The situation is different for women. When two women are seen hugging
and kissing in public it is accepted as the norm for showing real friendship.
However, if they say they are lesbians, abuse is poured upon them, making
it easier for them to remain in the closet and enjoy their freedom while
they are there.
Interestingly, there is a well-known tradition of same-sex marriages
between women from certain ethnic groups. When an elderly woman from
Kikuyu, Kisu, Kamba or Kalenjin tribes decides she needs a female wife it
is encouraged, not solely for the sake of inheritance but also as a way of
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encouraging procreation. This practice has been in existence for a long
time and is still practised and accepted today. The issue of same-sexuality
within these marriages is considered taboo, and this tolerance is not
extended to LGBT people.
These cultural and religious beliefs, in addition to the harsh legal
penalties, have made it extremely difficult for LGBT people to have a sense
of well-being or to be open and able to come out to their families. Only
LGBT people who have been brought up in an urban setting – mostly
overseas – have a different view about same-sex relationships. They realise
that these relationships exist and are not ashamed of their same-sexuality.
This is in contrast to LGBT people in rural areas who think of themselves
as doomed or cursed.
LGBT organisations
Although there is fairly strong social pressure against individual instances
of homosexuality and lesbianism from family members, it is ignored in the
public domain. Discreet homosexuals are unlikely to face prosecution or
persecution. Current LGBT organisations therefore operate so as not to
antagonise the government.
The interviewees
My first interviewee was Laura (pseudonym), a 26-year-old modern
professional woman. She has been brought up in an urban setting and is
not afraid of her sexuality. She is Kikuyu but is not traditional, as she does
not know the language. The thought of marriage to a man has often
crossed her mind although she is currently involved in a closeted same-sex
relationship with a woman who has an official boyfriend.
My second interviewee was Suki (pseudonym). She is of mixed Indian and
Kikuyu descent. She is 26 years old and completed high school in the USA
where she spent a few years. She is pursuing a course in the health sciences
and is due to graduate in three years. She has not disclosed her sexuality.
My third interviewee was Rehema (pseudonym). She is a 26-year-old
professional. She was brought up in the coastal region, in an urban setting.
She is confused about her sexuality although she has a girlfriend in the
United States where she would like to relocate. She was raised as a
Christian but has rejected religion completely.
My fourth interviewee was Kavisu. She is 57 years old and has no
biological children. She lives in Kitui, around 120 kilometres from Nairobi,
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the capital. She was brought up in a rural setting with no education. She is
a traditionalist. Her husband died and left her property, which she is to take
care of. Her clan thought it wise for her to marry Mwikali who could help
with the chores. She is the main determinant of who will impregnate
Mwikali, her traditional wife, whom she treats as her daughter-in-law. There
is no sexual relationship between the two women. Kavisu herself has no
sexual relations with a man.
My final interview was with Mwikali. She is Kavisu’s 29-year-old wife
and had a basic education. She agreed to the same-sex marriage, as she
needed someone to take care of her four children who were fathered by
different men. She will inherit Kavisu’s property on her death. She is
Christian and is active in church activities.
Overview
In this chapter I will first discuss the themes that emerged from the first
three interviews which deal specifically with women who have same-sex
relationships: early same-sex experiences at primary school, taking samesex exploration further at high school, current relationships, roles, samesex practices, awareness of HIV/AIDS and the desire to have long-term
relationships in which they raise children. I will then go on to discuss
issues around self-acceptance and disclosure. These include the influence
of religion and the pressure to get married and procreate. At this point I
discuss the interview material that I collected on traditional women
marriage which is accepted more easily by society. I include this
information in order to shed more light on this accepted traditional
practice. These female marriages could serve as a model for the
introduction and acceptance of LGBT same-sex marriages as this is a
traditional custom that has existed since pre-colonial times. However, the
prevailing societal attitudes of intolerance made it difficult for all my
interviewees to accept their same-sexuality resulting in their identification
as bisexual. Disclosure was not an option for any of them. I then discuss
their options for having same-sex relationships. For some this includes
the wish to emigrate in order to be able to pursue a same-sex lifestyle
without persecution. For others this includes heterosexual marriage and
to continue having same-sex relationships secretly. Finally I discuss
their dreams for the future if the constitutional review is to legalise samesex relationships.
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Early same-sex experiences
Suki realised that she was different to other girls while she was still at
primary school:
While I was in primary school … we played many games. What
surprised me was that I did not enjoy the games the same way
the girls used to enjoy them. Anyway it was in primary school
that I realised that there was something wrong with me I guess.
2
3
I remember the girls used to play blada , kati and all these games girls
play. However, I was more drawn to playing football and other
rougher games. The boys liked me very much but the girls resented
me. They could not understand what I was feeling. I liked how the
boys were teasing the girls. I would enjoy how the girls would scream
and call me to protect them against the bullies. So I became the
peacemaker between the boys and the girls. I felt nice defending the
girls and from then on I became one of their protectors.
Suki describes how she had her first experience of same-sex attraction in
her last year of primary school during swimming lessons with another girl:
In my last year of primary school we were all told we had to
learn swimming. One of my classmates insisted on showing me how to
swim because she had already learnt. She would hold my belly up in the
pool. I was trying to float and as she held my belly up in the water her
other hand was caressing my developing breasts. At first I just thought
her hand had brushed across my breasts, but no, it was too
coincidental. I wanted to ask her what she was doing but I could not
find the words to ask. It happened every Friday as that was the day we
used to go for swimming. I remembered this particular Friday, her hand
was creeping between my legs and I was waiting patiently to see what
she would do. She stopped midway and whispered in my ear: ‘Is it okay
if I just touch it?’ I nodded and she did as she had said. She then looked
at me. I did not know what to say. She took one of my hands and
directed it between her legs. I did not know what this was doing to her.
I just placed my hand there and removed it so fast. Remember, all this
was happening under the water in the swimming pool.
Laura had her first same-sex relationship at the age of 13 in primary
school with her best friend. Their sexual explorations were initiated by her
friend and started while they were playing a game of hide and seek:
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While I was in primary school I had a best friend; our friendship bond
was so strong, people referred to us as twins. We shared everything
together, books, sweets and eventually a love life. My friend had the
habit of inviting me to their place in order to play hide and seek. It was
a simple, innocent game at first. Then one day she invited the sister so
that we could also play with her. The sister did the seeking while we
did the hiding; you see we used to hide under the bed. She would make
sure the sister would not find us. She insisted she always be on top of
me. From that position she would kiss me and tell me to suck her
breasts. I was so uncomfortable in this position and she told me the
space we were hiding [in] could not fit both of us side-by-side so one
of us had to be on top of the other. She demanded I cooperate. You
see, I was too naïve to understand what she was telling me to do. It
was all about getting passionate. I was 13 years old and she [was] the
same but she knew (raising her voice) so much. I was really amazed by
how much of these, I mean, kissing and caressing, she knew. She used
to creep her fingers up my private parts and ask me how I was feeling.
I used to feel nothing, but I lied to her ‘cause I saw the effort she was
taking to ensure I was having a good time.
We played the game every day. We used to sneak out of school, that
is escape games and clubs and go play our game. Slowly but surely I
started enjoying it. We did not need the sister now, we pretended that
she was around and continued hiding and there was imaginary seeking.
The game however had to come to an end because we had finished our
final year in primary school and we were headed to high school.
Their relationship developed when they initially went to the same high
school:
You see we were too close to each other; she was my boyfriend and I
was the girlfriend. I did not view anything strange with that. Then I
did not know anything like femme and butch. To me it was just a
special friendship that had blossomed [in] which we needed to define
roles for each other. She was the dominant one. She provided for me
what I needed, and protected me from my bullies.
School principals have been known to deny these practices, but they
know what goes on in their schools. Their solution is to warn, suspend or
expel the guilty culprits.
Unfortunately this happened to Laura when they were discovered
kissing by a teacher and were sent to different high schools.
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However, one day she made a false move. She kissed me on the lips
in front of a teacher. Imagine the expression on all the teachers’ faces
when they were told of what had transpired. Our parents were called
to school the following day and informed of our relationship. We
were both sent to different schools. That is the day I will never forget.
Taking same-sex exploration further at high school
In Kenya the majority of woman-woman relationships begin in girls’
boarding schools. As Suki said in her interview:
Love affairs were a common thing in our school and girls did not hide
it. Girls exchanged gifts and kissed openly. The others knew who
belonged to whom, so there was not much unfaithfulness in our school.
All three of my interviewees described how they experienced feelings of
arousal when they saw the other girls nude in the showers or changerooms. Laura’s feelings of arousal when she saw girls changing at school
confused and scared her:
What surprised me the most, was whenever I saw a girl changing her
clothes in the open – very much nude, you see girls in dormitories had
no need for privacy. They would strip and change clothes in front of
me. It used to affect me so much I had to leave the room. I don’t
know what I was feeling. I don’t know if I was missing my friend or
I was lusting over them. I really can’t tell. Anyway, I was still not
sure. However, that confused me so I used to go to bed when
everyone was asleep and rise up very early before anyone was up.
Rehema found her feelings easier to accept:
I can say [it happened] when I was in high school, because I was in a
girls’ school in the coastal province. We had some very pretty women.
You will agree with me Arabs are very pretty and damn, I could not
help myself, you know. We would go to the showers and I am like
damn, shit, these women are so pretty.
Similarly Suki described how she couldn’t stop herself from openly
admiring the girls’ nude bodies:
I could not help myself; I admired my dorm mates as they undressed
and changed into their nightgowns. I openly stared at their breasts
and this made me feel awkward. However, I just let it go and hoped
it would eventually pass.
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However it didn’t pass and Suki started a relationship with one of her
friends who had noticed her habit of staring at other girls:
One of my friends had noticed how I openly stared at the other girls
as they changed. You see in our school girls didn’t have an issue with
being nude. It was not something to think twice about.
While I was changing into my pyjamas she approached me. She told
me how she had seen me admiring other girls and asked me if I was
attracted to women. At first I was taken aback by what she was saying
and I wanted to deny this idea she was putting in my mind. I told her that
what she was saying was all new to me. She put her hand around my
waist and pulled me towards her. She kissed me full on the lips. I kissed
her back and that was the beginning of my new sexual orientation.
After her painful separation from her first girlfriend, Laura purposely
created a distance between herself and other girls for the next four years.
Although she was given a ‘mother’ when she arrived at high school she
refused to depend on her for anything at all:
The new school was an all-girls’ school. I missed my best friend so
much and knew things would never be the same. I realised that now
I was on my own and would protect myself from having that kind of
friendship again. I was given a ‘mother’ (quoting in the air with her
fingers), a routine in the school, but she did practically nothing for
me. Anyway, I depended on myself for everything. I kept off from the
close relationships one has and was a loner.
When she was in high school Laura also had a boyfriend in order to
prove that she was like the other girls:
You see in high school I had to get a boyfriend. It was more of an
achievement. It was to boost your status, your quo, anyway (patting
her chest) I felt nothing for the poor thing. He was just there to give
me company during inter-school trips, there was no love between us.
However, I fell in love during my last year in school …
She goes on to describe how she fell in love with a girl again when she
was given a ‘daughter’ in her final year of high school:
When I was in the school I was a ‘mother’ after four years; once a
‘mother’ one was given a ‘daughter’. It was [in] this relationship that
I realised (fidgeting) I am attracted to women.
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She describes her ‘mother-daughter’ relationship, which became a very
close and intimate friendship although not explicitly sexual:
I had qualified as a ‘mother’ and I was to be given a ‘daughter’. At
first I did not want one; however, I was told it was compulsory and
she had already arrived. I had to go and meet her and welcome her to
the school. I located where she was; she just stood there. I still
remember like it was yesterday, she was so very beautiful. I have
never come across such a beautiful girl up to this day. She was so
peaceful to look at. She looked at me and smiled. She was the most
beautiful dimpled girl I had ever seen. Oh my God! I immediately had
a liking for her. She helped me take her bags to her cubicle where she
would be sleeping. She was sleeping about one, no two, beds away
from me. I helped her settle in and I knew I would have a special kind
of friendship with her.
Laura goes on to explain how their intimate relationship started after
her ‘daughter’ started sharing her bed due to a fear of the dark:
I did not know that the friendship would turn out to be so beautiful!
She asked me if it was okay if she slept with me, as she was scared of
sleeping alone. I welcomed her to share my bed and I did not find it
odd because I had a cousin who had the same fear of the dark. So I
was used to it. She told me to hug her goodnight and as I did she
never let go. That night we slept hugging each other.
We became inseparable. She would wash my clothes, prepare snacks
for me, plait my hair and was always there whenever I needed someone
to talk to. She used to adore me. We slept together every night.
Laura later discovered that her girlfriend was raped by her stepfather
when she was still young, after her father had left her mother:
I could not believe it. I was so angry with her stepfather; her anger
towards men was catalyzed by her stepfather and originated from
her father.
Her girlfriend wanted to have a relationship with her, but although
Laura loved her deeply, she decided that it would be unfair to her
girlfriend as Laura would be leaving the school soon:
She later told me that now she prefers women’s company and wants
to start a relationship with me. At first I was taken aback by this but
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I told her I had to think about it. I later did, and decided not to go
through it again. I only had a few months to finish high school and
she had three more years to go.
Laura describes her love for her girlfriend:
You see, I loved her very much. Up to this day I still love her. I don’t
think I will ever find someone to replace her.
Their physical relationship did not go beyond holding, caressing and
kissing in bed while fully clothed:
As for sex, she never asked for it. She just wanted to be held close,
kissed from time to time and caressed. All this we did from the
comfort of my bed with our clothes on. She needed the attention, I
didn’t. However, I did not mind to be kissed. I was comfortable in
giving her the attention. I enjoyed touching her body and feeling the
curve of her breasts.
Rehema also describes her early same-sex encounters as not being explicitly
sexual. She doesn’t talk about any particular friendships at high school:
I can say it was not sexual; it was more caressing here and there, a bit
of kissing.
It took Rehema a long time to explore her same-sex desire. When she
studied at university in Kenya she had another intense friendship with a
woman that was never explicitly sexual. It was only when she moved to
the USA that Rehema had her first same-sex experiences.
Current relationships
After leaving high school Laura tried to have a relationship with a man:
I had to get her out of my mind. She had started haunting me. I
started missing her so bad I was having sleepless nights. So I knew
what would get her out of my head would be to get a boyfriend. This
would prove that I was normal after all and not only interested in
women. My new boyfriend was one of my brother’s friends. He had
always been interested in me and I saw him as a scapegoat for my
inner battles. We had a weird friendship. You see, men are funny,
they assume if you are interested in them you are also interested in
having sex with them. I was not interested in sex with him and this
led to our break-up.
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Laura met her current lover Wanda (pseudonym) in a club. As Wanda
was there with her boyfriend, Laura didn’t pay much attention to her:
One day however I went out with my friends. I noticed that one of
the girls was often staring at me. She had come with her boyfriend so
I did not bother much. So we went clubbing. I became bored of the
whole evening and decided to take a walk. I heard footsteps behind
me. I turned and the girl who had been staring at me at the club
circled her arms around my waist in a joking manner. I smiled back
at her. She wanted to chat with me, and we chose a quiet place to sit
among the shadows at the parking lot of the club and began talking.
Wanda was such an outgoing girl. By the end of the evening we were
great friends. We exchanged telephone numbers and promised to get
in touch. I never suspected in the least that she was a (lowering her
voice) lesbian.
The next day [she contacted me] and I went visiting her two days
after she had given me her address. I called her and she told me to just
pop in to her place. We got talking and later she revealed to me that
she was a (softly) bisexual. You see, one cannot fully accept you are
(softly) a lesbian because it’s not acceptable in society. It is more
polite to be a (softly) bisexual. Anyway, she told me that she had
suspected I was one as soon as she set her eyes on me. I confessed to
her about the feelings I normally have for women and we realised
how much we had in common. We are now lovers and I really enjoy
our relationship.
Wanda’s father is a prominent politician and she can therefore afford to
have her own apartment which gives her the freedom to have a same-sex
relationship even though she also has a boyfriend for the sake of appearances:
I spend most of my time with her. I cannot live with her as yet because
the boyfriend might suspect we are not just friends. He is not really
happy about our friendship. He accuses me of taking too much time
with his girlfriend so I am not in his best books. Sometimes I feel
cheated when I see them together, but now I am okay with it. You see,
being the daughter of a prominent man, it is proper to maintain an
appropriate appearance in public. As long as we know what we have
between us I have no problem with that.
They have excellent communication in their relationship which Laura
values greatly:
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Above all the things l like about our relationship is the power to
communicate. We talk about everything. I benefit a lot from this. I
release all my stresses to her and she reciprocates well. You see, she has
all this money but she is the most down-to-earth girl I have ever met.
Rehema also met her lover Leslie in a club:
Most of the people who frequent these clubs just go there out of
curiosity. They have not yet come out and said they are lesbians, so
they just go to see if there are any that exist. It was just by luck that
I met Leslie, my current lover, in one of these clubs.
Leslie is an American-Mexican doctor who currently lives in Chicago:
She is a doctor in the US and actually she has shared her sexuality
with her family and everyone else.
Rehema wants to marry Leslie and have children. She intends to
emigrate to join her lover in Chicago:
I would very much like to marry my girlfriend but there is so much
opposition in Kenya, it is impossible. So if I were to relocate, as I told
you, it would be easier on my side. I will join her in Chicago because
it will make my life easier in dealing with my sexuality. In Kenya it
would be a bit hard before we are accepted as a couple.
Suki met her lover of eight years at school:
It’s still on today. We have been lovers for eight years now. We meet
every weekend and go out of town together. People know we are great
friends so we have never raised eyebrows. We go to retreats together.
Oh yeah, we can invite our male friends so that no one suspects what
we are up to. With time I have come to love and care for Nazareen.
She is the best thing that has happened to me. She cares for me, she
loves me and I love her. And she is always there when I need her. We
fit in all ways, let’s say like sexual, physical and emotional, all in one.
We live together. My parents however think we are just flatmates.
They think we are great friends from high school and nothing more.
Roles
Both Suki and Rehema said there was one person in the relationship who
was more dominating. Rehema described herself as the decision-maker:
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Let me say I am the dominating party. I call the shots, like if we were
to go for shopping or anything I am the one who decides on what we
should buy or what we should not buy. I am always telling her what
to wear.
Although Suki feels that her partner plays a more dominant role when
it comes to decision-making in the relationship, they share financial
responsibilities:
Nazereen is the one in charge of the relationship. She makes the
decisions; once in a while she asks me for suggestions, only when I
need to contribute to the decision. I can say she is in control.
However, we do have shared responsibilities. We share the rent and
each has her own month of purchasing the groceries. This has
brought us respect for each other.
Same-sex practices
Suki described her first same-sex experiences with her lover when they
were still at high school:
We became friends by day and lovers at night. Our relationship was
mainly sexual. She had a dildo already. It was my first time to see one.
She explained to me what it was and how it was used. We used this
most of the time and oral sex was also her favourite. She was more
experienced than I was, so she showed me the right ways to do what.
Laura described her sex life with Wanda tentatively at first, in a barely
audible voice:
You know her, she is rich and can afford almost everything. A dildo
in our country costs an average person’s salary but she can import one
with her pocket money. With her it was my first experience in using
a dildo. Anyway, we enjoy all the good things. We kiss a lot and do
all the nice things to each other. We are not ashamed of our bodies
and we have sex when we are naked. I know most lesbians have sex
when the lights are out. We have it in broad daylight. We are proud
we are women.
Rehema acknowledges that she has a sexual relationship with Leslie, but
does not elaborate on this at all. Instead she focuses on their
communication:
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N: Do you have a sexual relationship with her?
R: Yeah, yeah, we have, ummm, but mostly she likes talking a lot. She
is a career woman so most of the time we spend together we do a
lot of talking. We chat about what we both like. There is so much
to talk about; she is all that, she is so good.
She was less inhibited talking about her same-sex experiences in a
previous relationship in the USA:
Well [we did] a lot of stuff, my dear, like intense kissing, caressing and
oral sex.
HIV/AIDS
Neither Rehema nor Suki are worried about getting HIV as they are in
monogamous relationships:
No, I don’t feel threatened in any way. We are always careful and I
trust her. We also talk about it and being the doctor she is, she is
extra-careful. I have never been unfaithful to her and her [to] me, so
I don’t fear it. Let the ones who are involved with unfaithful partners
worry about it (Rehema).
I do know about HIV. I have never considered it a threat to our
relationship. I have never had any doubts towards Nazereen and I do
not wander about with other women. We talk about it from time to
time and we have devoted our lives to each other. I do not think we
have anything to worry about in regard to HIV (Suki).
Issues around self-acceptance and disclosure
I will now discuss the difficulties involved in self-acceptance and
disclosure due to the strong influence of religion and the societal pressure
to get married to a man and to bear his children.
Religion
Religion is a confusing issue in the life of a lesbian as most lesbians feel that
what they are practicing is not Biblical. This makes it difficult for them to
accept who they are in terms of their same-sexuality. As Rehema says:
It is tough, really tough. I just have to ignore it because nowhere in
the Bible is it written that a woman-to-woman relationship is
allowed. Sometimes I feel like a sinner. Sometimes I feel like I am
doing the right thing. As I told you earlier I feel very confused.
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Some are still confused about whether they are doing the right thing
while others have devised a way of coping with it by avoiding religion
altogether. To steer clear of their guilty feelings they opt to trust in
themselves and have learnt to accept themselves. Laura is an atheist due to
her same-sex orientation:
I am an atheist. I believe in love for any human being despite gender.
Suki explains how she had to stop attending church services due to the
way they made her feel:
I am Christian by religion and this has been a great challenge for me.
All my family have entered religion very deeply despite my father
being initially Hindu, so I choose to ignore religion and follow what
my heart desires. I have always believed that if one has love in one’s
heart that is what matters. I stopped going to church because I used
to leave feeling like a sinner.
The pressure to get married and procreate
In Kenyan culture the more children a household has, the wealthier it is.
Every woman in a family setting is required to bear a child by the age of
25. If she fails to do this, she is viewed as a rebel or as not normal. It has
always been the norm in Kenyan society for a man and a woman to get
married and start a family. As Laura says: ‘I guess I will have to get
married [to a man].’ She goes on to describe how her family does not
suspect that she is having a same-sex relationship with her girlfriend and
are putting pressure on her to get married to a man because of her age:
My family has no problem if I stay with Wanda half of the week.
They do not suspect anything about us; however, they are now
pressurising me to get married and get my own home. You see in our
culture one must be married by 24 years (raising her voice). I am two
years late.
We have come to accept that without marriage to a member of the
opposite sex there is something wrong with the woman concerned. The
family then intervenes to get her married, as was the case with Suki:
They were telling me how they had already betrothed my hand to a
family friend’s son. I told them I had a career to chase and maybe a
few years to work before I would consider marriage. True enough I
had to fulfill my dreams and work for a while, but I was saying all

39

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 40

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
this so that I could buy some time so they could change their minds.
Anyway it worked and now I am a bit relieved.
Traditional female marriages
In certain tribes there is a space for women to marry other women. For the
Kikuyu, Kamba and Kalenjin people who live in traditional rural settings,
woman-to-woman marriages are seen as a welcome alternative to
heterosexual marriage. I am now going to discuss in some detail both the
female husband and wife’s perspective on a Kamba female marriage where
I interviewed both spouses. Although the relationship between the women
is not sexual and therefore not problematic for society, this kind of
relationship in a female-headed household could form a basis for the
acceptance of same-sex marriages and the raising of children in female
households.
Usually an older woman whose husband has died marries a younger
woman who can bear children for her. Kavisu was 57 years old at the time
of the interview. She married Mwikali who was in her late twenties at the
time of the interview. As Kavisu said:
They have to respect me as a husband, a mother and as an owner of
the homestead.
The older woman paid the bride-price to the younger woman’s family.
Mwikali explained that Kavisu paid the bride-price according to custom:
She knew me because we are from the same village, so she came; she
approached me and it’s something that is practised in our community,
so we did it like that; she gave some bride-price like goats, cows and
some other properties for appreciation.
Kavisu explained that she continues to help her wife’s family in
appreciation of them letting her marry her. She realises that she cannot put
a price on her wife’s value:
Most times I help them, but mostly I help my in-laws because I am
the only one living in their family, all the others have died, but
whatever remains I take to my wife’s family, like now, I took three
goats, one cow and, you know a woman’s value cannot be defined, so
whatever I get I still take to her.
Mwikali has taken her female husband’s name:
I have taken her name, my name is Mwikali Kavisu.
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The couple, however, does not use the terms husband and wife for
themselves. For example, when an older woman takes a younger woman
as her guardian (wife), she refers to her as her ‘daughter’. The younger
woman refers to the older woman as her ‘mother-in-law’. The children call
the older woman ‘grandmother’. The relationship is viewed as if the
younger woman has been married to the older woman’s son.
Kavisu explained how they function as a family:
In a ceremony, we go all of us, you see we don’t attend like a husband
and wife; we just go like a mother and a daughter. In case we also
have groups for tilling the land and I happen to go, we talk like
normal women. She is not supposed to fear me and not talk to other
women. We all talk together. If there is a function, we go with the
children; the children call me grandmother. I am not a fatherly figure
to them but merely an elder; we relate well.
One of the motivations for marrying another woman is that the marriage
enables the younger woman to improve her economic situation and inherit
land. Mwikali who has entered into such a relationship made it quite clear:
I had to do it ‘cause after the woman dies I will inherit the land, when
I am in our place I can’t inherit anything. When I go back to my
family I will not inherit any land, they will not help me to feed my
children. When I am with the woman, the moment she dies I inherit
everything. I will get land.
The older woman benefits by getting children who will inherit her
property. As Kavisu puts it:
I was the lucky one to marry a woman and that is because I was
married to my husband. We stayed for a while without conceiving
children. My husband died and I was left alone. I saw it was wise to
marry her because she had children. My wife and I stay with the
children. She respects me as her husband but we don’t sleep together.
She sleeps on her own, I married her because … you see when I was
young I used to see this marriage to be something very stupid, a
woman marrying another woman, but it happened to me. Now I see
it as something very important. I married because in my husband’s
family I am the only one who is living … I saw it wise to marry so
that these children would inherit my property.
Kavisu describes the motherly love she has for her daughter (wife):
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I love her the same way a mother loves a daughter, this is what I feel
for her. I do not love her romantically like the way a woman loves a
man; no, mine is motherly love.
She also loves her ‘grandchildren’, and feels that it is a sign of her love
that her wife will inherit her land and her property:
I love them very, very, very much. I love my children because they are
my grandchildren and my wife. I have to love them because she is the
one who will inherit my property. Everything that belongs to me. I
have already told her. She knows all that I own in the world. I have
told her … So that when I die she inherits.
Procreation is also encouraged. The decision about who should father
the children is discussed by the two women. Mwikali was pregnant with
a child at the time of the interview. Kavisu explained how they negotiated
the choice of a male lover and father for her children:
It is my responsibility to look for someone from my clan, this man
comes and makes love to her, she is a human being like any other, so
she also needs a man, so I look for a man for her so that he can help
impregnate her and fulfil her other desires. She can also make her
own choice, but we normally sit down and talk. I tell her my choice
and I ask her about her opinions. If she wants him, she tells me ‘yes’.
If she doesn’t want him, she tells me of her choice. Then we talk and
agree this is the man who will fulfil her desires.
They have chosen a married man as the father:
He has a wife; you know, it is more like stealing, his wife does not
know that he is coming to sleep with this woman. When she knows
it will bring a lot of complications, so all this happens when they are
hiding. Men do it when they are in hiding.
Mwikali has built a separate house for her wife to accommodate her
male lover:
I have built two houses; one [is] hers and the other one [is] mine. You
know when this man comes we can’t be in the same house, so I sleep
with the children and she sleeps alone.
The children are well taken care of and provided for by the ‘grandmother’
(female husband) who they consider to be their father:
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They do not have any problems, they refer to me as their
grandmother, they depend on me for almost everything, even in
school it’s me, for example it is me who is like their father. If there is
anything that is needed in school, they come and tell me. I therefore
talk to the teachers. So I am their father.
However she feels that she does not take the role of husband in the
family. She rather sees herself as the elder who is respected as a provider:
N: So in the house do you take husbandly roles and she wifely?
K: No, no, no, it is not like that. It is only because I am older so they
all have to respect me and take their roles. They are in my
homestead because I made it happen, so they have to respect me
as a husband, a mother and as an owner of the homestead. All
their needs, problems they have, they come and tell me, because I
am the one who brought them here.
The younger woman helps the older woman with chores. Mwikali
describes what she does to help Kavisu:
Like washing clothes, cooking, cultivating; you know she is old so I
help her to do these duties.
According to Kavisu it is a reciprocal relationship:
Both of us help each other, but because I am an old woman my wife
does most of the work. She cooks for me and washes my clothes, and
if someone is needed to till the land she is the one who does all that.
Because I am old, I am left with the children in the house. I look after
them when she has gone to look for money. Sometime she goes to the
market, she takes bananas to sell. Sometimes she goes to do casual
employment. Because I am not strong enough, I am left looking after
the children.
Although she is a Protestant, Kavisu believes more strongly in
traditional beliefs than Christianity, which does not sanction these
marriages:
N: What is your religion, are you a Catholic or a Protestant?
K: I am a Protestant.
N: Does it approve of woman-husbands?
K: Of course it does not approve of it, but I have no [choice]
otherwise … I have not entered into church beliefs very much;
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most of the time I am more of traditional beliefs. Then I might
follow it [traditional belief] even if they agree or disagree, because
I need someone to inherit my property. I do not want it to get lost.
I do not have to do what they are doing.
On the whole their communities accept these relationships. Kavisu explains:
This is something very common at our place; everybody is used to it.
Mostly in our area [Kitui] is where the culture is practised.
Her late husband’s family accepted the situation:
They agreed. You see almost everyone is dead. I am the only surviving
person who is able; all the rest have their own property so the
property is rightfully mine and it is up to me to look for someone to
inherit the property I have been left with.
Her friends also accept the fact that Kavisu has a wife and family of
her own:
N: How do your friends take you?
K: My friends … we meet, talk nicely and they take it that I have a
family like theirs, the same way they have husbands and they are
wives. My family is more or less like theirs. Because in my
community it is not something alien, it is something normal. The
same way they talk about their children is the same way I talk
about mine. They are not sarcastic about it by telling me that they
do not belong to me. They understand how it all goes.
This acceptance is spoken about by Suki who has a Kikuyu mother and
an Asian father. It is not looked down upon or termed a relationship of
shame. She wishes her father was Kikuyu which would make it easier for
her to come out to him:
In the Kikuyu culture an older woman who is barren is allowed to
marry a younger woman to give her children who would inherit her
property. This is widely practised and everybody knows about it.
It seems that the younger women in their community are not as
accepting as the older generation. Kavisu mentions that sometimes
Mwikali is teased by younger women in their neighbourhood:
Like my wife, you know, she is not old, she is still young. The others
of her age normally bully her and tell her it is not good, she should
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have looked for a man. They boast to her and tell her that they
have husbands.
Kavisu explained how this teasing almost resulted in Mwikali leaving:
There was a time it became too much for her. The other women were
bullying her too much, telling her she made a mistake marrying a
woman. But because she has many children outside of marriage and
at her place they are not wealthy, she decided to ignore all this and I
told her that she would be heiress to all my property if I die. We
talked and reached an agreement and she agreed to stay.
Raising children as a same-sex couple
In contrast to the female marriages that are accepted as a way for a
woman to raise children with another woman, same-sex relationships are
viewed as a non-procreative lifestyle. Adoption is not seen as an option as
homosexuality is regarded in the same way as joining a monastery where
one is denied the right of procreation.
Suki is hopeful at times. She managed to evade a planned marriage by
her family and plans to live with her partner in Kenya and have children
in the future:
I have always loved children; hopefully by then I will still be with [my
partner] and we will have a family together. I know we will have the
best family ever if things work out that way. I will try as much as I
can not to adhere to the pressures of society and family and still be
proud of my sexuality.
Nazareen and I plan to live together and maybe have children who
we will raise together. I know this will cause a lot of mayhem from
my family but I think I will have to gather enough strength to go
through with it; that is the ridicule, the sarcasm. I hope not to break
down halfway.
Suki and her partner have already started the process of adopting two
children in Kenya:
We intend to adopt children. We have started visiting homes and we
are hoping to adopt two boys. We have already identified them and
we are trying to legalise the adoption. We have already appointed a
lawyer who is working on our case. Nazereen will use her name and
I will be the guardian. The law does not allow two women to adopt

45

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 46

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
a child but it allows a well up [off] woman to adopt a child, so
Nazereen will carry the full responsibility.
Laura cannot think about having children with her lover while they are
still in Kenya, as her partner comes from a high-profile family. She was
hoping they could immigrate to the USA in order to live together freely
and have the opportunity to have children there:
You see, as I told you, her image matters a lot, and with this society,
which only believes in the existence of heterosexual relationships, I
don’t believe it would be a wise decision for us. I remember there was
a time she wanted to relocate to the USA. I was planning to go with
her and we dreamt of starting a family together there. However, her
parents refused and promised her all she needed here.
Self-acceptance
Given the strong influence of Christianity and the societal pressure to have
heterosexual relationships and children, most of the interviewees found it
hard to accept themselves:
Yes, it did scare me, what I was becoming. Was I doomed to love
women? I thought I got really excited by sleeping with women, but
on the other hand I was scared of what I would seem to the outside
world. I remember I even got a boyfriend to find if my interest in girls
would diminish, but the relationship was over before it had even
begun. I realised women were more tender and loving than men
(Suki).
N: How do you feel about your sexuality, are you proud of it?
S: What do I say? I don’t know what to say. I know I have always
felt good dating girls but it scares me, you know … about what is
happening to me.
When talking about the future, Suki strives to withstand the pressures
from her family:
About my sexuality I will try as much as I can not to adhere to the
pressures from society and my family and still be proud of my sexuality.
Rehema could not initially accept her same-sexuality:
I was not comfortable because I thought people would think I was
crazy. It is not normal to be attracted to a girl.
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When asked if she is now proud of her sexuality, Rehema replied that
she is confused:
I don’t know how to feel about it. I cannot be proud of my sexual
orientation and I also cannot be comfortable with a man, and still I
have these intense feelings when I am with women. All this is
confusing to me.
Identification as bisexual
My interviewees involved in same-sex relationships prefer to be called
bisexual in order to take the focus off their same-sex desires. None of
them wanted to be labelled a lesbian as this would be too dangerous:
I don’t [identify as lesbian]. I usually tell people I am bisexual, but
not everyone, you know, a couple that will take it in a nice way. Let
me tell you, people here are gay or lesbians, so to cover up the whole
deal they say they are bisexuals. That’s the whole deal, that’s why I
say I am bi, but I am a lesbian for real (Rehema).
There are many girls who practise bisexuality; that is a softer way
of putting it (Suki).
Later she revealed to me that she was a bisexual. You see, one
cannot fully accept you are a (softly) lesbian because it is not
acceptable in society. It is more polite to be a (softly) bisexual (Laura).
Disclosure is not an option
Someone involved in a same-sex relationship may be equated to a rebel of
society and will be regarded as an outcast. The majority of the women stay
in the closet chiefly because they are scared of the reactions of others
around them. They are afraid of the stigma that will radiate from society:
I know there are many of us who are hiding from parents and society.
It is not because we are not proud of who we are. It is because of how
society will view us (Suki).
Suki does not see disclosure as an option for herself:
My dad is Asian, that means I have to follow his culture. There is no
way they can know what I am doing. My dad would give me a
beating that would leave scars for me to remember by. Anyway,
telling them would be out of the question.
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As for me I am in the closet. I do not have enough guts to come out
and tell the world what I am. Nazereen is out about her sexuality. I
am very reserved and a bit shy about my sexuality.
Rehema would never disclose to her family that she is in a same-sex
relationship:
I mean it is immoral, they view you like a mad person. In Kenya it is
not possible to really disclose this, but if I was to relocate to where
my girlfriend is, I will surely share with people.
Options for Kenyan women who want a same-sex relationship
Women who want same-sex relationships opt to stay in the closet and feel
they have to eventually get married to men in order to keep up an
appearance of normality.
Rehema and Laura explain that they would have to get married to men
if they were to stay in Kenya:
If I was to live in Kenya, I mean I would just have to get married to
a man because if I got married to a woman, people would think I am
insane (Rehema).
If homosexuality remains illegal and age is catching up with me, I
guess I will have to get married. However I will not be as happy as I
would have been with another woman (Laura).
They would cope with their same-sex attraction by having a girlfriend
on the side:
I will just get a girlfriend while we are still married. We can be
hooking up, even going out, and having fun and all that. I will still be
married; I will be sharing my love (Rehema).
I will see another woman while I am still married. I can have her as
my close friend. Men have nothing against that. I can have my sexual
satisfaction with another woman I love (Laura).
To the outside world this may seem like one big identity crisis, but for
the average woman of over 26 years in Kenya there is a greater acceptance
of this situation as this is the only way she can meet her needs and
get romantic, sexual, social and emotional satisfaction with women.
Quite a number of the ‘out’ lesbians have relocated overseas where
they can safely practise what they believe is their right. Rehema has

48

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 49

Chapter One
decided to leave the country in order to live openly with her partner in the
United States:
I will join her in Chicago because while I am there it will make my
life easier in dealing with my sexuality. In Kenya it would be a bit
hard before we are accepted as a couple.
Rehema describes how she sees herself in ten years’ time:
I will be in Chicago (proudly) with my wife, because we will be
married and we will have two kids, a boy and a girl and it will be
(smiling broadly) fantastic.
I love children, and she loves children too so it is something we are
both discussing presently. I think the best thing actually … is we
adopt a kid. We just go to one of the homes and see if we can adopt
a kid although it is a bit expensive, but we will have to save up and
get two kids, a boy and a girl.
The ones who are doomed to stay feel forced to live a secretive life that
denies them the happiness they very much want to have. As Laura says:
However, I am not comfortable here. It has always been my dream to
feel free in whatever I do. If I opt to love women and not men, that
should be my own choice. I want to kiss my woman in public without
the fear of ridicule. I want to marry the woman of my choice without
the fear of being stoned. All this I will achieve in a country where
homosexuality is legal. I fear relocating because my family depends
on me for so many things. So I am torn up between (sadly) loyalty to
my family and my choice of happiness.
Future
There is no definition of the type of family the Kenyan constitution refers
to, creating a general but confusing view. However same-sex unions are
not allowed in the country.
Asked whether the lesbians would willingly come out if the constitution
is reviewed in their favour, they were a bit hesitant:
I will come out … no I don’t think I would come out; I would wait and
see if the grounds are safe, then, when I have enough courage, I would
come out. It takes guts; even talking to you I am scared (Rehema).
What I know is just in case the constitution is reviewed and they
legalise homosexuality, I will be the happiest woman in the world. I
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however know that this is a long shot. If the odds work against me,
I will get married, as I told you earlier and be the most miserable
woman in the world (Laura).
After this research was conducted, the new constitution introduced by
President Mwai Kibaki in 2003 after the departure of President Moi has
not amended the laws pertaining to homosexuality in Kenya, and it
appears that the lesbians will still be in hiding until the laws change. It has
always been the wish of the lesbians to be included in the review. But it is
still a long shot, as homosexuality has not yet been accepted as a choice of
sexual lifestyle and a way of creating a family.
Lesbians sit anxiously waiting; hoping the new day will bring a new
hope for them in terms of family, friends, society and the country as a
whole, in accepting and incorporating them into their different lifestyles.
We hope that in the near future through the empowerment and courage
instilled in us, we will make a future in our country where equality reigns.
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C h a p t e r Tw o
‘Immoral and Satanic’: loving
s e c r e t l y i n D a r e s S a l a a m , Ta n z a n i a

Sophia Musa Mohamed with Saskia Wieringa
Introduction
anzania became independent from Britain in 1961. However, this did
not mean that human rights and equality were guaranteed for all
citizens. LGBT people are still discriminated against. Anyone found to be
engaged in a homosexual act is liable to life imprisonment according to the
recent amendment of the law. It used to be 14 years. On 30 April 2004
this new law was passed by parliament. The effects of this new law are
immediately being felt. Police round-ups have increased. Officers demand
even heavier bribes than before, under threat of the sentences LGBT
people can get. Apart from legal discrimination the social stigma against
homosexual people is also very strong. Those who are known as such are
considered to be immoral and they are expected to hide in shame. They
are silenced and are excluded from nation-building processes; they are not
seen as true Tanzanian citizens. So we, LGBT people, are prey to mockery,
contempt, rejection and persecution. As all of my respondents said:

T

We are considered to be immoral and satanic.
Consequently many LGBT people are hiding their relationships because
they are not accepted by the community and they fear the laws that
discriminate against them.
In spite of the heavy discrimination we face, we do have a history in our
country. For instance there are words for us in Swahili, so same-sex practices
must have been going on for a long time. Our grandmothers still know the
words: wasenge, wasagaji, mashoga and wapemba. Presently these terms
are used in a denigrating way, to insult us. Wasenga and mashoga refer to
men, so they mean gay. Wasagaji means lesbian. Wapemba is a general term
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for homosexual which derives from the name Pemba, in Zanzibar, as the
people thought that homosexuality originated from the coastal region. This
region has many descendant traders from Oman, where transgender
practices are more accepted (see chapter 10). Unfortunately I don’t know
anything about the practices and the lives of these predecessors of ours.
We realised the need to address the issue of the violations of the human
rights of lesbians by the general public as well as the lack of legislation to
protect us. There is no single NGO that supports us. The existing human
rights organisations do not take up the issue of discrimination against LGBT
people. Government and the community reject us. We are faced with heavy
social stigma, rejection by our families, eviction from our jobs, from schools
or from the houses we live in. Health institutions don’t want to treat us.
In 1999 some 20 lesbian activists in Dar es Salaam decided to set up a
lesbian association. Its current membership is 205 women, who come
from all over the country. The members aim to build a democratic and
accountable organisation that strives for the removal of all forms of
discrimination in all aspects of life for lesbians in Tanzania, and to
educate, inform and counsel the members in matters relating to their
health and wellbeing. The organisation provides legal aid, helps young
women who are evicted from their families, provides counselling to
members who experience difficulties when they come out, organises social
events and lobbies for legal changes. The major focus of our daily work is
to mobilise ourselves, sensitising lesbians to our rights and offering peer
support to those of us who are faced with discrimination. Until we
founded our organisation there was no support system at all when we
were faced with discrimination. One of the respondents in this research,
Jamila, for instance, was once caught by the police with her current
partner. They were accused of being engaged in ‘dubious activities’ related
to homosexuality. They had to face this situation alone. Another
respondent was caught by the police and she had to pay a hefty bribe so
the police would not open a criminal case against her. Mariam was
discovered having sex with her lover when they were studying at the
teachers’ training college. They were reported to the principal and they
were suspended for one month.
I am one of the founder members of the lesbian support organisation
and I am presently the executive secretary to the management board. The
respondents in this project are all members of our organisation. They were
selected by the board. I contacted them all personally and five of them
finally agreed to participate in this research, on the condition of strict
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anonymity. At first they were reluctant to be interviewed as they thought
that only I would benefit from their stories while they would get nothing
in return. They were also all afraid they would be outed through the
interviews. Ultimately I convinced them that this project would help us to
get support from the international community. I told them that I would
present the results of our work at the conference of the International
Association for the Study of Sexuality, Culture and Society (IASSCS) in
Johannesburg later that year (2003) and that it would be published in a
book that would be read widely. After I emphatically promised them that
I would change all names and blacken their eyes in the photographs that
I would like to take, they agreed to participate. Most interviews took place
in English, the only exception was one interview that I held in Swahili. Yet
in spite of their having agreed to the interviews, they were very
uncomfortable with the fact that they were taped, and they limited
themselves to very short answers. They were also not comfortable talking
about sexuality. In general they were reluctant to share their personal
details, and gave quick general answers. This is the first research into the
lives of lesbian women in Tanzania. I hope that when they see the results
of our project they will trust me more and will be more comfortable to
talk freely about themselves in the future.
I will start this chapter by introducing the respondents. Then I will
recount their first experiences with same-sex love and heterosexual
marriage. This is followed by a section on religion. Then I will discuss the
way they accept themselves, their identity and to whom they have disclosed
themselves. The next topics are sexuality and how they experience their
present relationships. I will end this chapter with a discussion on how they
see their future, including their wish for children or not.
Introducing the respondents
I selected five women of different ages and from different religions. All
interviews were conducted in April and May 2003. Anita Mwinyimkuu is
the youngest participant. She was 18 years old at the time of the interview
and was born in the region of Dar es Salaam. She was brought up as a
Catholic and is still studying at a secondary school. Asha Kamala was born
into a Muslim family in the region of Mwanza and is 25 years old. She
grew up in Dar es Salaam. She is a businesswoman who owns a grocery
store. My third respondent is Prisca Maganua, 30 years of age. She was
born in a region outside Dar es Salaam and grew up in Dar es Salaam
where she got her degree from the Dar es Salaam Tourism Institute. She
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works in the hotel business. She belongs to the Lutheran church, as does
my next respondent, Jovita Lendi. She was born in the region of Arusha
and is 31 years old. She also grew up in Dar es Salaam. She did not finish
her education as she was married off. She is at present a businesswoman
who owns a saloon and a boutique. The oldest respondent is Hanifa
Mgosi, who was born in the region of Tanga 35 years ago, the coastal
region from which it is said homosexuality originated. Like all the others,
she too grew up in Dar es Salaam. She is currently teaching at a girls’
secondary school. She is a Muslim. All these names are pseudonyms, as are
the names of the other women mentioned in this chapter.
First woman lover
All respondents realised they were attracted to other girls while they were
still at school. As Prisca says:
When I was studying for my A levels I noticed that I preferred women
to men.
Jovita had the same experience; she relates:
I kicked out my boyfriend with whom I had been for almost three years.
Hanifa recalls:
During my high school days I had already developed a desire for girls.
I admired them, but I found it difficult to tell them. My first sexual
experience was that very same year. One day I went to a party with
a close classmate. That’s when I informed her that my heart was
bleeding for her. I accompanied her to the toilets and that’s where we
did it for the first time.
Anita also started out admiring girls during the second year of
secondary school:
Boys were approaching me, but I realised I had no interest in them.
When I was in form two I met a friend who had the same desires as
I had. One day we went together to the beach to swim. Around seven
in the evening it started getting dark. My friend Gertrude pulled me
towards her, looked straight into my eyes and kissed me violently. I
felt blood running from the bottom of my legs to the top of my head.
Gertrude reached her hands below and unzipped my jeans. She had
one finger inside my cunt, twisting it, exploring, turning upside down,
and then went right inside. Hope you know what followed further.
56

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 57

Chapter Two
For Asha her first experience was similarly very powerful:
We girls used to go swimming in Lake Victoria. We used to praise
each other’s bodies. I remember hugging a friend; it was as if I had an
electric shock.
Prisca’s first experience with same-sex love was also while bathing:
One day a schoolmate approached me while bathing at school, and
that was when I first did it with her. Although it was somehow
painful, it was also wonderful.
Jovita’s first experience was a little later. After she had kicked out her
boyfriend John and after a forced marriage it took her a few years before
she met her first woman lover:
I don’t have words to express how all this started. It was my body
which kept on changing as if I was being reborn. One day a lady
approached me at a pub and that was when I did it first with a
woman. Oh, it was marvellous.
Heterosexual marriage
After this first experience with a woman lover, which left such a deep
impact on all of them, they had to battle with society. The major pressure
they experienced was to be married to a man. It is almost inconceivable to
Tanzanians that women might refuse to accept a man as their marriage
partner. Prisca was chased out of her home by her parents because she
refused to marry. Anita too told me she adamantly refuses to marry:
[I refuse to marry] for in that way I shall be like a slave in this life.
I’d rather commit suicide.
Jovita is the only one who actually was married. Her parents took her
out of school; she was in the fourth form of secondary school then and
they married her off to a man of their choice:
After six months as a slave in marriage I ran away.
At the time she was forced to marry she was already aware of her sexual
attraction to other girls.
Religion
As I said before, all my respondents belong to different religions. One was
brought up a Catholic, two women belong to the Lutheran church, and
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two adhere to the Muslim faith. Because all these religions in our country
are so intolerant towards same-sex practices, most of the women in my
research expressed great reservations about the faith they were brought up
in. Only Hanifa regularly attends religious services. Everybody agrees
though that that they are also ‘children of God,’ because ‘all human beings
are made by Him’. They follow their faith in different ways:
My family are Catholics and for me I’m queer (Anita).
The above is a difficult and brave statement to make, for all respondents
know very well that religion and culture are very important to their
families and to the community as a whole. They all agree that religion in
fact is the most valued institution in society. Yet four of them said that
they themselves value neither, as the repression they face from society is so
total they cannot reconcile their innermost feelings with the religious
interpretations they have been brought up with. There is no space for gays
and lesbians in the churches and mosques of Tanzania; there are no
pastors, imams or other religious leaders who preach tolerance and
respect. Only Hanifa tries to integrate religion with her life:
I value both society and religion. Though LGBT colleagues in most
cases wonder how this can be. Queers can be Muslim because they
were raised like that, and sometimes we do not want to abandon our
culture or religion when we come out. So we have to reconcile our
homosexuality with Islam because the message of prohibition from
the mainstream Muslim community is very strong.
Identity and coming out
All my respondents have travelled a difficult path to accept themselves.
Maybe because they are all members of our organisation they all told me
that they are proud of their sexuality, in spite of the condemnation of
society. There must be so many others out there who are struggling alone.
My respondents are all very conscious of their identity as a woman
foremost. When I asked them how they saw themselves in relation to men,
only Anita replied:
I hate them.
Three of the others were not so negative:
I am better than them (Asha, Prisca, Jovita).
Hanifa said most clearly that she is proud of herself.
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When I asked them further what makes them feel fully woman, three of
them, Prisca, Hanifa and Jovita, replied that it was ‘committed love’ that was
most important to their sense of self. So they derived their self-worth to a
large extent from the happy relationships that they are engaged in. The two
others interestingly referred to a physical characteristic that usually only men
mention as a sign of masculinity: ‘when I am pissing’.
In spite of their self-acceptance, pride of self even, they find it very hard
to disclose their sexual identities. Family members usually react very
negatively. None of the respondents are out to their families because of
that. Asha explains why she is not yet fully out:
It is still such a problem in Tanzania. We have to hide our relationships
as the government and the community are still homophobic.
She shared her first sexual experience with a classmate who in turn
accepted her request. She herself was not surprised when she had her first
sexual experience:
As I already know who I am. That does not disturb me.
Prisca hesitantly shared her first sexual encounter with her mother who
reacted very negatively:
She insulted me instead.
And later she was chased away from home as she refused to marry a
man. It is not surprising then that she has come out only to a very few
people who are prepared to accept her sexual status.
Hanifa likewise is out to very few people, although she is proud of being
a lesbian. She shared her first experience with her aunt who didn’t even
want to hear about it. Yet she says:
[My] early experiences gave me pleasure, and whenever I do it I feel
free and happy. It is always a pleasure fucking dykes.
Anita and Jovita too are only out to a few trusted friends. As Anita explains:
[I only came out] some three years ago and I share my sexual status
only with LGBT people and sympathisers at the moment.
Sexuality
My respondents were all very adamant about the importance sexuality has
in their lives. For them sex is mostly linked with commitment, care and trust:
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The difference [from having sex with men] is that with women there is
pure, real, clean, romantic sex; they are more trusted (Hanifa).
Women have smooth, neat bodies; women always do it all and are
more trusted (Anita).
[What I like about women is] that they have light skins. We romance
first and do it. My ideal partner must be horny and hot (Asha).
Four of my respondents have never tested for HIV. Only Anita has had
a test done, which was negative. Hanifa says that although she has never
tested she is taking safe-sex precaution measures.
All of my respondents said they like to use dildos. However, dildos are not
widely available in Tanzania and are only to be found in the big cities, such
as Dar es Salaam and Arusha. The women procure them via male friends.
Present relationships
Apart from Asha all my respondents are in stable relationships. They value
care, trust and commitment most, apart from sex. None of them have
children, though two would like to adopt one in the future. They all
stressed what an enormous help it was for them that they now had an
organisation to support them when in trouble. They could meet
likeminded women, share their difficulties, and when they couldn’t cope
on their own, there were counsellors available.
Jovita tell us about her present life and her relationships:
At first it was a problem [meeting other women] as it included
approaching a fellow-woman and telling her you want to go with her.
But now [that we have our organisation] and we have many friends it
is easier. I am very happy with my current partner, because she is really
special. To me committed love is the most important thing. I must be
able to trust my partner, and I want to share true love with her.
She used to feel very lonely, as she could not share her feelings for other
women with anybody else, particularly when she was forced to marry a
man, while she knew very clearly that she wanted a relationship with
another woman. Now things are a bit easier for her as she has fellow
lesbians to discuss her difficulties in life with.
All but Asha are in long-term stable relationships. Asha is more fickle; all
her relationships have been hit and run. Yet what she likes very much is to
‘romance first and then do it.’ Not surprisingly, she mentions as the
characteristics she most likes in a partner are that she must be ‘horny and

60

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 61

Chapter Two
hot’. Yet she looks forward to more stability and only Anita and she would
like to have children with a future partner, by adopting. She too is very
happy that they now have an organisation to support them. When she was
caught by the police for engaging in dubious activities with another woman,
she faced this alone. Now, when there is any trouble, like Jovita, she can
discuss it with her friends from the organisation.
Prisca too is ‘no longer shy’ at all to approach another woman if she
takes a fancy to her. Like Jovita, she is very happy with the trust,
commitment and care she and her present partner share.
Anita, who was brought up a Catholic and now identifies only as queer,
came out quite early, when she was 15, to a few trusted friends. She likes
the ‘smooth, neat’ bodies of women and is happy with the care and trust
her partners share with her:
I have a committed relationship with my current partner Julie, who is
studying at the University of Dar es Salaam … I hope that one day
we shall get a child through adoption and that I’ll be the mother.
To her too, the organisation is a great help:
[The most difficult] experience I had was when my second lover in life,
Marjam, had an affair with an old lesbian. At first it was very difficult for
me to cope with this. But fortunately I could turn to our organisation,
and the counsellors helped me accept it. Life goes on, you see.
Hanifa is in a trusted, caring relationship with her present partner,
Aisyah. For her as well the organisation is a major support. Reflecting on
her one-month suspension from the training college she attended, she
sighed with relief:
Thank God we now have our underground lesbian support organisation.
Counselling is now available to us when we experience hardship.
Future
The dreams of a future life of my respondents vary. The major themes that
emerged from our discussions on this topic centred around political issues
and relationships. Only Hanifa was pessimistic about the future ‘as we are
still not allowed to associate freely.’ Anita dreams of:
The day when the Tanzanian government and society at large will
accept us, and we will be free to associate.
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Asha hopes that one day she will be a prominent activist for LGBT rights.
About relationships, two respondents hope for a happy life with a
committed partner. Hanifa is looking forward to the day when she and
Aisyah will marry. Jovita and Prisca are more interested in sex; they are
looking forward to having a relationship with a horny, hot dyke.
Conclusion
The experiences of this research taught me that it is important to keep
collecting life stories. They give us an insight into the issues that are most
important in the lives of lesbian women in Tanzania. This will help our
organisation to fight for the rights of women who are attracted to other
women in Tanzania. There is much more we need to know; this research,
the first one of its kind, has only scratched the surface. Our organisation
has members all over the country. They will have many different stories to
tell. I hope I will be able to continue this work and to collect life stories
from women in the regions outside Dar es Salaam as well. The major
problem I faced in this research was to establish trust with my
respondents. Life is so hard that it is difficult for them to trust anybody. I
hope this research will also help us to get support from other
organisations in Tanzania, as they will see how our rights as women and
as human beings are violated.
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Chapter Three
‘Some say I am hermaphrodite
just because I put on trousers’:
lesbians and tommy boys
in Kampala, Uganda

Marie Nagadya with Ruth Morgan
Introduction
am Marie Nagadya from Uganda. In this paper I discuss the research I
did for the African Women’s Life History Project: exploring same-sex
practices in Uganda. I am a social worker.

I

Political and cultural background
In Uganda the law forbids homosexuality, which is punishable by life
imprisonment. Sections 140 and 141 of the penal code condemn the act of
same-sex relations. Although the code doesn’t mention lesbians it still
leaves all of the issues hanging in such a way that they are not accepted,
and do not have rights. The top political leaders, who include the president,
members of parliament and church leaders, criticise homosexuality, which
is seen as an import from the West.
None of the many cultures that exist in Uganda accept homosexuality,
which is seen as unAfrican. This cultural opposition has played a large
part in the government’s position of intolerance towards gays and
lesbians. Most of the members of parliament are traditionalists with
strong cultural beliefs. It is highly unlikely that our government will
consider passing a law to free lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered
(LGBT) people in our country, as long as they see same-sexuality as an
imported lifestyle which is destroying Ugandan culture. The government
believes that in African culture a woman is supposed to marry a man, a
man is supposed to be head of the family and a man is supposed to pay
bride-price for a wife. Same-sex marriages, in which a woman would pay
the bride-price for another woman, are seen as a threat to these traditions.
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The LGBT in Uganda are in a bad position as their rights are being
denied. Most people hate homosexuals except for members of a few
human rights organisations who think that LGBT people should be given
their rights. This makes it extremely difficult for them to fight and lobby
for LGBT rights. They need to have a lot of courage in order to withstand
the pressure of not being favoured anywhere. Many people are also still
scared to speak out.
Marginalisation of same-sex women’s issues
There are many organisations fighting for women’s rights who claim that
they are fighting for the full rights of all women, yet they exclude lesbians,
bisexuals and transgendered (LBT) women.
The interviewees
I have used pseudonyms for all my interviewees in order to protect their
identities. My first two interviews are with women living in the city who
identify as lesbians. Tessa Musoka is a businesswoman in her late twenties
working for a private company. She has a university degree and still lives
with her family in the city. Her mother thinks it’s immoral to be a lesbian
as the Bible forbids it. Tessa has been involved in a committed relationship
with her partner since they met when they were both students. They plan
to get married in the future. Vivica Kate is a student in her mid-twenties
who is studying at the university. She lives on her own, so this gives her a
bit of freedom. She is secretly involved in a relationship with another
woman who is also a student at the university. Tessa and Vivica are both
Baganda by tribe, were raised as Christians and were bought up in the city.
They both hate going to church because it criticises and condemns who
they are. They are a bit scared of their lifestyle because of the negative
opinions of other people.
My last two interviews are with tommy boys who also live in the city. I
use masculine pronouns to refer to Marci Ssenoga and Jackie Nsima who
see themselves as men. Marci is a student at the university. He still lives at
home with his family. Although he is a Christian, he no longer goes to
church due to its criticism of homosexuality. Jackie is in his mid-twenties
and works in the city clubs. He was bought up in an urban area, so as far
as he is concerned his culture doesn’t apply to him. He lives on his own
with a younger sister. He doesn’t go to church because he says that God
is everywhere. He didn’t have an opportunity to study further due to
economic problems.
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Gender identification
I am going to first look at how the lesbians and tommy boys developed
their same-sex identities. This includes how they saw themselves as
children, their early same-sex experiences and issues around coming out to
their families and communities.
Exploring same-sex desire at high school
Both of the interviewees who now identify as lesbians felt that they grew
up in the same way as other young girls, and had no feelings of difference
until secondary-school. For both Tessa and Vivica there were strong early
feelings of connection with other girls and no interest in dating boys. Tessa
recalls how during her schooldays, before she knew that she was a lesbian,
she didn’t like the idea of other girls going out with boys:
I didn’t like the idea of seeing my fellow girls going out with boys. I
just felt I had to be among my fellow girls and interact with them. I
knew I was a girl and I had to be with my fellow girls, and I loved
them so much because we shared matters in everything.
Similarly Vivica realised that she was different from other girls whom she
observed wrote letters to boys at a time when she had no interest in boys:
Not until I came to my secondary-school when I started seeing girls
writing letters to their boyfriends which was not in line with my feelings.
This helped them to try and search for their own identity in terms of
their sexuality. Tessa questioned her lack of feelings for boys and asked
herself, Why don’t I like boys and what really makes me feel like this? At
high school they were still exploring their sexual identities. Vivica
describes her search for her own sexuality and her feeling of excitement at
having found what she wanted:
I started thinking about what I wanted and I didn’t know what I
wanted, so this made me feel strange until this girl came my way and
she started making advances. At first I felt strange and scared;
however the idea of her being around made me feel better because it’s
what I wanted, and I thought I was revealing my feelings to her.
Tessa relates her first same-sex experience following a heterosexual
relationship while at secondary-school:
When I met a girl called Sharon (pseudonym), she first became my
friend then she told me that she loved me. She told me to pay her a visit.
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When I visited her, she caught me and we kissed, we did everything. I
got more feelings.
Identifying as a lesbian
In the end they started to accept their same-sex orientation, the major
cause being the relationship they had during school as they started feeling
that they had discovered what they wanted:
I felt better with Susan (pseudonym) than any other boy around me
(Vivica).
And I felt that sometime, oh I may really become one because I
never liked boys and I disliked them really. I accepted myself just
because I was proud of what I was; I felt normal (Tessa).
Identifying as a boy during childhood
From an early age tommy boys tend to be completely different from other
girls because the way they feel, dress and behave is masculine. Marci
explained that from a young age he felt more comfortable wearing
trousers and playing soccer with other boys:
I realised that I was different from other girls because it started a long
way back. When I was still a young kid I used to live like boys more
than girls because I used to play with them. When I was very young
the way I used to dress, I used to like trousers. I used to be with boys.
I realised that I was a tommy boy [because of] the way I used to
behave. I used to behave like boys, enjoying soccer and everything
that boys enjoy. I never wanted to dress like a girl, and they tried to
make me in secondary-school [single sex] but it just intensified my
being a tommy boy. I didn’t like to put on those skirts because I want
to be a man, and putting on a skirt I felt that I would be looked at as
a woman, yet I never wanted to be a woman.
Jackie also focused on the fact that he wore trousers and loved other
girls as being the reasons that he identified as a tommy boy:
First, the way I dress is so different from the girls around me, and
then the fact that instead of loving boys I love my fellow girls.
He describes how this strong identification as a boy started when he was
at school. He remembers making a conscious decision to behave like a boy
when he was still a child:
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I started school way back in the early eighties and when I grew up I
started admiring boys, wishing that I was like them. That went so deep
in me that I reached the extent of asking my mother to change me into
a boy, but she told me that she couldn’t and that I am a girl and not a
boy. So I said if she can’t change me I will change myself. I started
dressing like boys, playing with them and doing whatever they did.
However, when he started menstruating he was confronted with his
femininity and decided to use drugs to stop his periods:
I started having my menstruation periods. I felt out, low and stuck. I
decided to go to the school nurse. I told her that I wanted to stop
having my periods. She said that it was impossible and that it was
nature. I hated her instantly. I went on asking buddies what to do
until one girl told me to take some tabs days before my periods, and
it worked. I still use this system though sometimes blood does come,
but I can stand that since it’s not always.
Identifying as a tommy boy
As adults both Marci and Jackie identify as tommy boys rather than as
lesbians. They feel more like men than women:
I can’t call myself a lesbian because I feel I am more of a man than a
woman, and if you call me a lesbian that’s undermining me; I feel I
am a man (Marci).
You see, I am more of a man than a woman and the girls like me,
man! I am a man (Jackie).
Coming out in an oppressive society
The public sees heterosexuality as normal and same-sexuality as immoral
and bad. A lot of pressure is therefore placed on everyone who is different
from what is portrayed in society as the norm. Some people who are
different decide to go and fight for their rights, and they are arrested or
they flee away to safety. Others decide to stay in the closet, scared that if
they come out they might lose everything they have in life, like jobs,
families and friends. The LGBT community are left in a very bad situation
as the law forbids homosexuality and all church leaders shun it. This
really scares the lesbians in particular. The lesbians feel it’s very tough to
come out to their families and broader society due to the law, Christianity
and the traditions of the land:
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And [as] homosexuals here in Uganda, we are looked at as criminals
in church. All the pastors, priests, they criticise it and all those
political leaders they criticise, and so at times we feel so bad you can’t
even go to church because of that. We feel bad because we are also
human beings. We want our rights; why should they [deprive] us of
our rights (Tessa)?
Vivica feels ambivalent about her lesbian identity, wavering between
self-acceptance and feelings of self-doubt due to the high levels of criticism
from the church and the government.
They are still so scared that they don’t want their families to know who
they really are, which affects them emotionally:
Of course I am scared, because the law forbids it and my mother
thinks it’s immoral. I don’t plan to tell them. I have to make it secret.
I keep it secret because I feel insecure and since the law doesn’t agree
with it. I can’t stand to lose my family (Tessa).
Some think it’s simple but others think it’s immoral because the church
and the government oppose it. It has affected me because sometimes I
feel doomed and sometimes better, because it’s what I am (Vivica).
Apart from a few other lesbian friends, no one else knows about their
same-sexuality.
Vivica left home in order to be able to have a same-sex relationship
without her family knowing about it:
It’s simple for me to do what I want because I am independent. No one
can stop me or tell me to do what I don’t like, and wanting to gain my
freedom made me go away from home although I am still at school.
Leaving home has not made it easier for Vivica to come out to her
family. She feels she cannot disclose her same-sexuality to her family
because of their strong Christian beliefs:
It’s because they are staunch Catholics and the Bible condemns it. So
I stand to be opposed in that way.
Both women plan to come out to their families in the future. Vivica will
come out when she is ready to do this as she knows she cannot change
who she is in order to conform to her family’s expectations:
I have to tell them because it’s what I am. I can’t change myself, I am
naturally like that.
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Tessa would like to come out to her mother when conditions are more
tolerant or when she has more independence:
I think one time, someday, I have to tell her when I am independent.
The effect of the public view has been so strong on lesbians that many
are forced to go against what they really want. They feel pressurised to get
involved with a boyfriend and get married. Tessa said, We plan to stand
up for our rights no matter what it takes because I don’t see the reason
why we should be denied what we really feel we want. At this point she
didn’t care about what anyone thought about her when it came to getting
what she wanted, and also she wanted to show them that this is really
what she is.
Coming out as a tommy boy
Both of the tommy boys are out and accept who they are in terms of their
sexuality. They feel sure of themselves which makes it easier for them to
come out as they don’t care what anyone has to say about them:
I like what I am and people were getting used to me, and this is what
I wanted – people know me – and I don’t care because that’s what I
like (Jackie).
Marci describes how his family knew about his sexuality from an early
age because of the way he used to dress in boys’ clothes:
My family knows because before, when I was a very young girl,
because of the way I used to dress. I used to like trousers.
He resisted their attempts to change his sexuality during his secondaryschool days:
My parents could not divert me just because I was going on. So they did
everything they could. They used to advise me, they used to do what they
could, but all in vain. They failed because I felt proud that way. They used
to take me to church, pastors used to pray for me. They used to tell my
teachers, but all in vain. They punished me, but could not change me.
Marci has a strong sense of his own identity which helps him deal with
negative reactions:
I am out just because people look at me and the way I behave, and
some say I am hermaphrodite just because I put on trousers. But on
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my side I don’t care because I feel proud that way and I feel that’s
what I am. Sometimes people look at me as being so inferior. On my
side sometimes I also feel inferior, but it doesn’t bother me because I
am proud of what I am. And I have to accept what I am.
Jackie eventually gained the support of his family which helped him to
withstand the pressure from society:
At first I felt bad that people didn’t like what I was, and the family
too, so I had nowhere to run to. But as time went by I got used to
[the fact that] they talked about me and my family accepted what I
was and my courage increased, so now I can stand anything that
comes up. And also here if you keep a low profile no one will ever
keep track of you.
Although Marci can tolerate being spoken about by people, what
worries him the most is the fact that same-sexuality is illegal:
I don’t care. Let them talk about me, given the fact that even the law
of Uganda criticises it. I have to abide. It affected me because it’s not
included in the constitution of the country. I do it illegally.
Marci and Jackie no longer go to church because of the negative
attitudes to homosexuality they have encountered there:
I used to go to church, but currently I don’t go because when I used
to go to church those pastors, they used to criticise what I am and I
felt so bad. That’s why I no longer go to church (Marci).
I don’t [go to church] because I know that God is everywhere, so I
can pray to Him whenever I want (Jackie).
Roles
The lesbians don’t have a dominant partner in their relationship:
No, we don’t have a dominant partner in our relationship; we share
roles (Vivica).
Tommy boys take the dominant role in the relationship, wanting to make
their girlfriends feel good. They prefer their girlfriends to take the female
role. Marci started having many girlfriends at high school because he had
the financial means to do so:
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Just because I had a lot of money and I used to get the senior girls.
I used to book them, they used to cater for me and do everything,
so I felt that I was the boss. I wanted the ones who would wash
my clothes, plates and so on. I wanted to be in love with them and
make them feel better. For me on my side, I don’t care if I feel better
or not.
Jackie also accepted the role of male provider in his family in order to
help his mother after his father died. He lives with his younger brother and
financially supported him while he was studying:
J:

I live with my brother who follows me, and he has just started to
work. You know my father died and my mummy is a low income
earner so I have to share the responsibility with my mummy. I
have been paying his studying fees.
M: So this makes you feel like a man already?
J: Not feel like, but I am a man.
Jackie also has had many girlfriends in the past in order to prove his
manhood:
From there I went out with a number of them. I mean I wanted to
taste my power and it worked. I can’t really remember [how many I
went out with] because it was a kind of hit and run game. But I can
tell you some … I wanted to show my powers and I didn’t care about
who felt what and who was hurt or not. I was up to the hit and run
saga, but am now over those days.
Jackie now has two partners whom he is seeing:
Now I’m grown up and I mean more business than ever. I have two
babes who are too cute to resist. Gal, better that you don’t ask me
who I love most because I love them all.
Sometimes they pass as men. Jackie explains that women whom he picks
up at nightclubs think he’s a man:
I ended up being hooked on nightclub buddies. This gave [me] a great
chance because at night you see many girls and con them (Jackie).
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Same-sex practices
The lesbians have egalitarian sexual relationships without either being the
dominant partner:
We share fifty-fifty. We do anything that comes across us that makes
us feel good. We can spoon, finger-fuck, we can kiss, anything,
spanking, biting, thumbing, squeezing and so on (Tessa).
OK, my love life with Julie (pseudonym) is quite good because the
moments I share with her are so nice for me. We don’t have a
dominant partner in our relationship. We share roles. We do anything
that makes us feel better (Vivica).
Tommy boys need to be the dominant partner during sex. Marci is only
concerned about his partner being sexually satisfied. He is not worried
about whether he reaches orgasm or not:
I have to be the dominant partner. When we are having fun I want to
be dominant just because I am the one who comes and cons you. So
I have to make sure I satisfy you. For me I don’t care if I get satisfied
or not because if I make you happy that’s good (Marci).
Tommy boys engage in the full range of sexual practices to satisfy their
partners:
I do any sexual practice, I can finger-fuck them, I can lick. I can do
anything so long as it makes her feel good (Marci).
I give them the best any girl wants really. I do everything that
crosses my mind and I try my best to make them feel good and better.
I caress, smooch, lick, bondage, I use do-dolls, finger-fuck, gal, you
know I mean everything (Jackie).
Marriage and children
The lesbians have dreams of getting married to their same-sex partners:
Of course we plan to get married, because we love each other. We
don’t plan to have kids. There is no reason why we should bear kids
(Tessa).
We are planning to get married in future. We can’t do it in public,
but we have hopes that in time the government will accept it and we
will be free to do anything we want (Vivica).
Neither of the tommy boys is thinking about same-sex marriage or
having children yet:
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Gal, I don’t know because I take a day as it comes and I try to make
it count for me and my babes so I can’t tell (Jackie).
Currently I don’t have a plan of marrying. Just because I just feel
like having so many of them. Maybe I will have to think of it (Marci).
The struggle for same-sex rights
Both Tessa and Vivica are prepared to fight for the acceptance of samesexuality:
I feel I want to fight for my rights and the rights of my comrades and
I am sure that one day one time we gonna win the struggle (Vivica).
Tessa’s plan is to write letters to the newspaper advocating LGBT rights:
I think I will get my fellow lesbians to write in to newspapers and talk
about how we feel because we like our rights.
Marci feels that tommy boys need to fight for their rights:
OK, because I’m not the only Tommy boy around, there are some
others, so we can get together and make a movement [in order to]
fight for our rights.
Jackie is planning to succeed in the music industry and to use music to
raise public awareness about human rights and HIV/AIDS:
I plan to make it big in the music industry and I’m as for now writing
my music and I am planning to record it. It has good messages,
cautions about AIDS, giving mankind his or her rights.
He ends the interview with a call for solidarity:
My buddies out there, stand strong and fight for us; we will also stand
forever. Viva!
Conclusion
This research has been of great help to the lives of many people in my
country. I am very sure it has made a great impact and it still will if action
is taken. If LGBTs remain in the closet when will they ever get their rights?
There is a need for action and they need everybody’s help. Wherever you
are speak out for them and give them your words of encouragement. This
will keep them going strong and it may contribute to a change in our
country and hence their freedom.
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‘ I d o n ’t f o r c e m y f e e l i n g s f o r o t h e r
women, my feelings have to force
me’: same-sexuality amongst Ovambo
women in Namibia

Madelene Isaacks with Ruth Morgan
Introduction
y name is Madelene Isaacks. I am a 35-year-old lesbian of colour. I
grew up in a very conservative little town 87 kilometres outside
Windhoek, the capital of Namibia. I obtained a BA degree at the University
of Namibia and started working at the Ministry of Justice where I remained
for the next nine years, living a very closeted and agitated life because I was
always scared that people would find out about my sexual orientation. When
I was 30 years old I became involved in The Rainbow Project (TRP), first as
a volunteer and then as a member of its management committee. This formed
such an important part of my life that when the opportunity availed itself for
me to become a staff member at TRP, I grabbed it with both hands without
thinking twice. I am now a project coordinator at TRP and live my life fairly
openly as a lesbian. Despite the homophobic climate I sometimes dare to
walk hand in hand with my lover. This is not just an indication of how I have
grown in my perception of what is most important in life, but as an activist
I feel it is also a political statement that I am making.

M

Political and legal context
Namibia became independent in 1990 after a liberation struggle of more
than 40 years. Namibia has a very progressive constitution in which the
human rights of all citizens are supposedly protected. While it does not
specifically mention sexual orientation, Article 10 of the Namibian
constitution speaks of equality and freedom from discrimination and
states the following: ‘No persons may be discriminated against on the
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grounds of sex, race, colour, ethnic origin, religion, creed or social or
economic status.’ Namibia ratified the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights in November 1994. In March 1994, the Human
Rights Committee that monitors the Covenant stated that the term ‘sex’ in
the provisions on discrimination must be seen as including sexual
orientation. By ratifying the Covenant, Namibia therefore has a duty not
to discriminate against people on the basis of sexual orientation. Namibia
has also ratified CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women) as well as developed a national gender
policy, to ensure that both women and men take up their rightful positions
in the development of the country. However, many of these laws remain
on paper and have not yet been implemented.
The Namibian judicial system has proven to be rather conservative and
homophobic as was evident in the Supreme Court judgment in the case of
the Immigration Selection Board vs. E.E. Frank and Another, concerning
Erna Elisabeth Frank’s application for permanent residence. The Ministry
of Home Affairs had rejected Frank’s application for permanent residence
with no reasons given. She had then won a High Court judgment in April
1998 which ordered the Immigration Selection Board to issue her with a
permanent residence permit within 30 days, stating that her lesbian
relationship was recognised by a court of law as a ‘universal partnership’
(equal to that of an unmarried heterosexual couple). The Immigration
Selection Board then appealed the High Court decision and the case came
before the Supreme Court in October 2000. The majority of Supreme
Court judges ruled in May 2001 that homosexual relationships were not
equal to heterosexual relationships and therefore not to be afforded the
same protection under Namibian law. Frank had to apply again for
permanent residence, which was then issued to her on the grounds of her
work as a gender researcher, gender trainer and gender journalist.
Sexual contact between males is criminalised in Namibia, based on the
common law offence/crimes of ‘sodomy’ and ‘unnatural sexual offences’.
Sodomy – a term that historically was used to describe acts like
masturbation, oral and anal sex between people and sex with animals – now
only refers to anal sex between males. Unnatural offences however refer to
mutual masturbation, sexual satisfaction through friction between the legs
of another person, to name a few. This only applies to men. These sexual
acts are legal between a man and a woman and even between two women.
Since 1996 some of our political leaders have spoken out against the
human rights of gay and lesbian people. This led to the formation of The
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Rainbow Project (TRP) in 1996 in response to the verbal attacks by the
Namibian president, Sam Nujoma and other government officials. Over
the last few years lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) people
were threatened with ‘elimination from the face of Namibia,’ deportation
and imprisonment by president Nujoma and other prominent political
leaders from the ruling party. These threats have been echoed by religious,
traditional and community leaders. The hate speech against gays and
lesbians by our president and other political leaders should be understood
against the background of Ovambo patriarchal rule which is the majority
ethnic group in Namibia.
The climate created by statements of this nature limits the space
available to the LGBT community to push the boundaries of the
interpretation of the constitution in a more liberal direction. Furthermore,
the hate speech by prominent leaders leads to a negative perception of
LGBT people that sometimes ends in violence from the military, police and
wider community.
Hate speech against minorities by government officials is, in more liberal
circles, seen as a smokescreen for severe economic and human rights
problems which beset the country, and is an attempt to divert attention
from these problems. These problems include high rates of unemployment
(one figure estimates it at 60%), high levels of poverty, increasing rates of
HIV infection, gender inequalities and violations of human rights across the
board. These are all problems that impact directly on the LGBT community
– the vast majority of whom are poor and black. This hate speech has also
forced LGBT people, and especially Ovambo people, in same-sex
relationships further into obscurity.
The situation of Ovambo women in Namibia
In contrast to the Damara culture in which there is a space for women’s
same-sex relationships to exist (see Elizabeth Khaxas’s chapter) there are no
such spaces within the Ovambo cultural group that makes up 60% of the
Namibian population. The only opportunity for young Ovambo women to
take on a more powerful male identity occurs when they reach childbearing
age during the initiation ceremony efundula. During these ceremonies
young women can actually take on male identities and beat up men.
The situation for Ovambo women must be seen against the deeply
entrenched patriarchal and patrilineal culture where men hold all the
power. Ovambo people maintain a tradition that puts men in charge of all
levels of society. Men have ownership of the land and its produce,
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although women cultivate the land. There is a patrilineal system in which
only men and their sons can inherit land. Strong customary laws exist
where women are not allowed to participate in the traditional courts, but
are rather represented by their sons and fathers.
It is clear that Ovambo men are the rulers in the culture, and in this
context, women belong to them, in order to work the land and produce
their children and heirs. Sex is not talked about, as this is completely
taboo. In this disempowered position, Ovambo women cannot negotiate
sex – how they want it, when they want it or who they want it with.
Situation of lesbian, bisexual and transgendered women in Namibia
I use the term lesbian, bisexual and transgendered (LBT) as a convenient
way to describe women engaged in same-sex practices in Namibia even
though many of them do not themselves identify as LBT, as is evident in
the interview material I present and discuss later. LBT women find
themselves at the intersection of race, class and sexual orientation and
have to work out ways of existing in a space that makes it virtually
impossible for them to express themselves. Few of these women are willing
to expose themselves to possible harassment and legal battles over their
right to live their lives openly. There is also the fear of jeopardising their
chances of being appointed into leadership positions (or into any position
at all), however well qualified they are.
Women who make their sexual preferences known, especially black
women, are usually ostracised by their communities. Furthermore, they are
forced to live in poverty because nobody wants to employ a black lesbian,
especially when she does not fit the stereotypical image of a feminine woman.
LBT women all over Namibia are forced to live double lives and they
have virtually no support bases or networks. Many of them live in selfhatred and self-loathing of themselves. These women need to experience
the normality of who they are. They need to know that they are not alone
and that there is nothing wrong with the way they are.
Young LBT women often have difficulty dealing with their own
sexuality and the social and cultural pressures that come with it. Some
inevitably express these frustrations in destructive behaviour. One of the
biggest problems that The Rainbow Project (TRP) faces is that of young
schoolgirls being thrown out of home because of their sexual preference.
These young girls are depressed and sometimes spend whole days at the
office because it is the only place they can talk about their problems and
where they feel wanted.
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Profile of The Rainbow Project (TRP)
TRP is the only organisation in Namibia solely committed to fighting for
full and equal rights for the LGBT community in Namibia. In its first three
years of existence TRP established itself as a loosely structured
organisation run by volunteers. In spite of the hostile socio-political
environment, TRP has grown into a strong organisation. The organisation
is visible and dynamic; two of many characteristics that have convinced
funders to financially support us.
We have, with some difficulty, acquired a safe space that we have
occupied for the last three years. During this period, TRP has outgrown
this space. Our growth also brought us new challenges. Many of our new
members are young and poor, without access to post-secondary education
or vocational training and employment opportunities. This has placed
immense pressure on the organisation to provide for skills training and the
basic needs of our members, while at the same time work to change the
political landscape for LGBT people in Namibia.
The activities of TRP over the last six years include the following:
lobbying, advocacy, networking, visibility and reaching out, internal
workshops and capacity-building, social activities, and meeting the
ongoing needs of members.
Because of the challenges experienced in the organisation, management
and staff identified the need to have an external review of our management
and administrative structures and all our activities and the impact thereof.
The review process, which stretched from March to April 2003, looked at
all aspects of the organisation since its formation in 1997 until the present
day. The review process was followed by strategic planning sessions that
resulted in a new strategic plan.
TRP currently has a staff of three (one male and two females), which
comprises the Director, Office Administrator and Project Coordinator. We
also have a small pool of volunteers that we utilise on a regular basis. The
Board comprises six members. Our appointed lawyers are currently
handling the transformation of the organisation into a trust.
The mission of TRP is: to promote the full human rights of lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender people in Namibia through leadership
development, public education, institutional and law reform.
The aims and objectives of TRP are as follows:
To develop TRP into an effective and efficient LGBT human rights
organisation.
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To include LGBT issues in policies governing religious, educational and
health institutions.
To address laws discriminating against LGBT people.
To develop LGBT leadership in order to affect change and to build an
LGBT movement.
To promote visibility of TRP’s work and create awareness for the
recognition of the rights of sexual minorities.
To conduct research and generate broad advocacy for LGBT rights.
To generate and disseminate best practices of the project as a whole.
The above goals of our organisation have been developed into a project
called LGBT Human Rights Advocacy and Capacity Building Project that
consists of four programmes:
Organisational Development Programme
LGBT Human Rights Advocacy Programme
LGBT Leadership Development Programme
Public Outreach Programme
TRP, since its inception in 1996, has experienced difficulty in achieving
visibility for, and involvement of, LBT women. This had a lot to do with
male dominance in the organisation and with the disempowering situation
women found themselves in as poor, black and LBT. Despite this, women
formed a caucus group through which social events and workshops were
organised. These efforts to create positive identities really paid off to the
extent that many of our young LBT women grew self-assured and assertive
enough to look for jobs and actually find employment. TRP remains the
only space where LBT women are comfortable to express themselves.
The research
In my search for Ovambo women in same-sex relationships, I could only
find five who were willing to talk to me, under strict conditions of
confidentiality and anonymity. There were others, however, who refused
to participate as the fear of being exposed as the dreaded ‘lesbians’ was far
too great. The five women whom I interviewed between April and June
2003 were between the ages of 20 and 31. Three of them were Ovambo,
one was Nama and one was Tswana. In all cases pseudonyms have been
used to protect their identities.
The Nama woman, Sîros, was in her late twenties at the time she was
interviewed. She has a job in the corporate world and is the only one of
my interviewees who identifies as male. She has been in a relationship with
another woman for the past nine years.
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The Tswana woman, Lerato, was also in her late twenties at the time she
was interviewed, and has a job in the commercial world. She has had
relationships with both men and women in the past. She has two young
children and lives with her female husband with whom she has been
involved for nine years.
The three Ovambo women are Tangeni, Ndeshi and Ndapewa.
Ndapewa was in her early twenties at the time she was interviewed, and
has a South African mother and Ovambo father. She is employed as a
receptionist and lives with her partner. Ndapewa calls herself bisexual
although she hasn’t had a serious boyfriend since high school. At that time
she had a boyfriend as a cover for her girlfriend. Her partner has had
relationships with men. Ndapewa and her partner came out publicly when
they were interviewed for a local magazine article on lesbians which was
published together with a picture of them. She takes care financially of her
partner and the women in her extended family.
Ndeshi was in her early thirties at the time she was interviewed, and
works for the government. She lived in exile for six years from the age of
14 before independence. During this period she had a secret female lover.
The relationship continued for another three years after they returned. She
maintains that they are only friends now, though they share a house and
are clearly still very close. She has never had a relationship with a man and
has fully accepted her same-sexuality, which she keeps secret.
Tangeni was in her early twenties at the time she was interviewed. She
is a single mother as a result of her one and only brief liaison with a man.
She is living with her extended family on whom she is financially
dependent. Her family members are devout Christians as well as being
traditionalists. They would therefore never accept her same-sexuality. She
is also a relative of someone who occupies a high position in government
and is afraid that he might find out about her sexuality. She wants to find
a job so she can be financially independent.
It is important to note that, except for one, these women are not out to
their communities, only to a small circle of friends.
I will now discuss the themes that emerged from my interviews. The first
group of themes deals with growing up as a tomboy, early same-sex
attraction and how they see themselves in terms of gender identity. They
need to deal with these issues against the backdrop of community
perceptions of deviance and intolerance.
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Growing up identifying as boys
Two of my interviewees discussed their early identification with boys.
Sîros, who identifies as a male as an adult, grew up preferring to play
outside with her boy cousins:
I had a lot of time on my hands and that I spent with my cousins
[doing] a lot of things (laughter), naughty things. We were brought up
in a very strict manner; my grandfather was a pastor and we grew up
in a parsonage/rectory and going to church was a must. There were
no two ways about it. That’s something I also did a lot – riding bikes
and shooting birds. We were about 2 000 metres from a sand dune
and that is where we played most of the time.
Similarly, Ndeshi preferred to play with boys. She was crazy about
soccer as a child. She and the boys also played with cars, which they used
to construct themselves out of wire:
I used to play, you know, football. OK I played soccer with the boys
and mostly I only spent time with boys. At that time I was still young
and I just had to join the boys playing soccer with them [and] selfmade cars.
Both Sîros and Ndeshi remembered how much they hated wearing
dresses. Sîros preferred to wear shorts instead of dresses and if she had a
choice would not have worn dresses from a young age:
When it was time to buy clothes my mother or my grandmother
always bought for me. We never went into a shop ourselves and chose
what we wanted. And because I was a girl they always bought me
dresses and the rest got trousers. But when it was playtime I chose to
play in shorts. I always found it very uncomfortable, so I always,
when I had to put on school uniform, put on shorts underneath. My
grandmother did not like the idea at all. And if I didn’t have my
shorts on, immediately after school I would be the first one at home,
just to change and put them on.
Sîros still remembers vividly how much she hated wearing her
confirmation dress which was very feminine:
You know, the day that I really hated a dress was with my confirmation.
It was a white dress, and I wore silk stockings for the first time, it was
deeply uncomfortable. And I also had to wear a petticoat. It was a hell
of a day; it was not nice at all. Did I pray for that day to pass! If I think
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about it now … those long sleeve-dresses, long sleeves and frills. And it
was all lace, I tell you, all lace until here and a petticoat too. It was not
like with the children today – after church you can change. You had to
stay in your confirmation clothes the whole day and the Monday
morning you had to go to school in them, so that you can be introduced
at school, or whatever.
Ndeshi started wearing trousers in secondary-school:
I used to wear them in and out, and even if I had to go to my
classroom, I had to wear trousers instead of a dress.
First same-sex relationships
All the women explored their same-sex desires in secret during their
teenage years. Most of them did this without any support, except for
Tangeni who confided in her sister who supported her and encouraged her
to act on her feelings. For most of them their same-sexuality emerged
slowly in relation to close friends with whom they developed lasting
relationships. They instantly felt sure of their same-sex feelings although
they didn’t understand them initially.
Ndapewa had the earliest memory of kissing another girl during primary
school while playing house-house with her friends. At that stage she was
already taking the male role of the father:
No, when I was in primary school I kissed a girl for the first time. It
was strange, but it never happened again. We were playing, and I was
daddy, I think, and that’s where I got to kiss her.
She already knew that she was doing something unacceptable and
therefore this made her feel bad:
I think it was a bit horrible. It was not right! It wasn’t right. Now that
I know everything I know, it was right, but at that moment I felt bad,
very bad.
She later had a secret relationship that started while she was in
secondary-school, at the age of 14 and continued for four years:
I hated her guts and so, later on, after a year, it just happened. I
escorted her home and it was a rainy day and we were under the same
towel, so I said goodbye and she had to run inside the house and then
she came back and said ‘Ndapewa wait!’ So she gave me a kiss. She
gave me a time that she’d be coming to my house the next day.
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Fortunately I had my own room so we could privately get to know
each other. And then we kissed (laughter) and we made love. We
kissed and all those things. It just came out of the blue, I didn’t know
anything about it. I think she was more experienced than me, but yes,
it happened like that, and it went on for four years.
Sîros describes how she became aware of her same-sexuality at the age
of 14. At that point she had strong feelings of possessiveness towards her
best friend, with whom she fell in love. However, she had to keep her
feelings secret. She went on to describe how her first advance was rejected:
And then one night it was a school dance or something of the sort and
I asked her to go with me to the dance. But when we got there I didn’t
like it and I wanted to go home. She decided to take me half-way and
then go back. We ended up in front of my house. At that moment the
feeling was … I mean I was really in love with her but I couldn’t tell
her. I gave her flowers, no, not flowers, chocolate and stuff, you
know, I bought things but I didn’t tell her. She could also not
understand it. And then I tried to kiss her and then she said ‘no’ or
something happened but the kiss did not take place. It really broke
my heart, and that was it until I met Tebogo.
Two years later Sîros eventually started a relationship with Tebogo after
a long period of friendship:
I was 16 [in standard nine] and my friend introduced us. We went to
places together but I never took Tebogo seriously. After matric I went
away to work, and when I came back, Tebogo and I were still in contact
with each other, but only as friends. From there on we still went on as
friends, but as we spent more time together, I started … to feel attracted.
That December I had to house-sit for a colleague of mine. So I
invited her to look after the house with me. And then, it was on
Christmas Eve, the 24th. It came to this: we took a bath together, she
didn’t say anything, I mean, we hadn’t yet, how can I say, we hadn’t
kissed or anything yet. But she also liked me a lot, or she was crazy
about me. So that Christmas Eve I said, ‘let’s take a bath together,’
and she didn’t say anything. She was without words, and then
everything followed from there (laughter). It was a nice night, a nice
Christmas Eve. We kissed for the first time, and we eventually ended
up in bed and everything happened.

86

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 87

Chapter Four
Lerato describes her first experience of same-sex desire:
Okay, the first time that I developed feelings for a woman was when
Neties was introduced to me by a girlfriend of my brother’s. The first
time I saw her I had this feeling, the same feeling I had for my first
love. The heart was beating and the sweating palms and all those
things. You are trying to have a conversation with this person, but the
words make you shy.
She describes her lack of understanding about what was happening to
her and the persistence of her feelings of same-sex attraction:
And I couldn’t understand why is it that I’m feeling this way towards
a woman. So it actually started there, my feelings for a woman. So I
developed a friendship with her, and from there the feeling just kept
on. It was always there, the feeling I had for her the first time I met
her. I tried to ignore it but it was just there.
Lerato goes on to describe her feelings of confusion when she started her
relationship with Neties:
And Neties used to come and visit. [This] meant she would, like, just
go through to the room and we would sit there in the room and chat
about, you know, anything, and it just happened one day that she
held my hand and I was very uncomfortable, and then we just kissed.
It was just a normal kiss, but this normal kiss, it wasn’t like when you
have given a kiss to a friend, there was a special feeling about the kiss,
and from there on, I just told myself no, why should I feel like this,
and I tried to ignore the feeling but it was just here, and then we
started getting intimate and that is how our relationship started.
Tangeni also didn’t understand her feelings for women at the age of 17
when she started exploring her same-sexuality:
Okay. (Pause.) Now I have a long story to tell. As I was growing up, I
was brought up as a tomboy, all right? And from that time, let me say,
until 17, when I became 17, that is when I started with feelings, getting
feelings, how can I say, the feelings that I get for women is something
else. I don’t know it … sometimes I don’t understand myself.
Then I went back to the room and watched videos. Then I said her
name. She asked: ‘What is it?’ I said: ‘I have something to tell you,’
but the words do not want to come out. She said: ‘Tell me, I’m all
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ears.’ Then I just decided [to say]: ‘I want to tell you something, but
I will tell you tomorrow, not now.’
I just felt too shy. It is something important, very important. She
said she would accept any words I say to her. She will accept any
words. When I heard that, I decided, right, so I said: ‘I tell you, let us
talk. I am in love with you.’ She first moved backwards and away. At
that point she had a boyfriend. So for her it was too difficult, you
understand, to start with a woman. Then she said to me: ‘Hey, I have
never been with a woman in my life.’ That is where I told her: ‘If you
and I start to do something now it will also be the first time for me,
because I’m trying, you know.’ So I left it there at the time.
However, when they started the physical aspect of the relationship,
things didn’t work out for them:
But, as we saw each other every day, it seemed to me the feelings for
her were building. Then I decided to ask her and then she decided
okay. We tried it out up to a certain point when we both decided no,
this won’t work. Then we dropped everything.
Ndeshi described her first same-sex relationship, which occurred in exile
and lasted nine years until after she returned to Namibia:
Well, this started in exile. Well we started knowing each other. I did
not know what this is. Okay I end up like proposing to this woman
and this woman was like, okay, she will think about it. And then I
keep on forcing myself to come to her, like I mean, waiting for an
answer. And then one day I asked her: ‘Can I talk to you?’ I mean I
told her that I loved her and she told me she loved me too. Then I
asked her to prove it to me, and then, eh, eh, she proved it with a kiss.
And then I felt like okay, fine, I’ve got a woman. So she accepted me,
so she will accept me for the rest of the time that we’re together.
This relationship endured for nine years because of the mutual support,
love and equality:
So we end up having that communication. I mean loving each other.
Like taking each other out, like ‘okay fine, tonight you come to my
house for dinner, tomorrow I come to your house for dinner. I will
take your clothes tomorrow and then I will wash them then you will
do the same.’ So we end up like, I mean, she was a really loving
woman. I mean she was a very trustful person. I really trusted her, she
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really trusted me and throughout the time that we were together I
haven’t met any difficulties in our relationship. She accepted what I
was saying and I accepted what she was saying.
This relationship ended amicably in Namibia when her partner decided
to have a relationship with a man:
When we came back to Namibia she ended up seeing a very
handsome boy; then she said: ‘Okay fine Ndeshi, listen here, it’s now
almost the end. Me, now I’m going out for a man, this time.’ So I
said: ‘Okay fine. Thank you very much for the time that we have been
together. You go ahead with your life.’ To me she was a very exciting
woman. I mean like a loving person, you know.
Community responses to same-sexuality
The Ovambo women in particular need to keep their same-sexuality a
secret in order to protect themselves from the deeply embedded
intolerance in their families and communities.
Tangeni discusses traditionalist responses to same-sexuality from the
Ovambo perspective:
If someone should find out that I am gay, all right, they will get together
… then they will bring you, put you in the middle and ask you questions.
If you don’t answer according to the question that was asked, then they
will ground you. You will be tied to a tree, all right? You know? You will
stay like that for three to four days. Just like that. You will eat or drink
nothing. They take it that when they untie you, you will tell the truth
about why you are doing it. Because they say a man may not sleep with
a man and a woman may not sleep with a woman. But for us that have
those feelings, we will never understand it.
Ndeshi is convinced that one would be executed or excommunicated from
the village if Ovambo people found out about someone’s same-sexuality:
They are very strict. There is no way, I mean to them it’s like an
embarrassing thing, you know? Especially for the elders. They won’t
allow or accept it into their homestead. Yes, sometimes they may
execute you or sometimes they may tell the headman so that you will
be taken out from the village alone. Then you will have to go and
look for other people to look after you. I mean you are doing that to
the people, like I mean going out with the same-sex you know?
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She feels that the homophobic traditional reaction is due to a lack of
understanding:
I don’t know how to say it, but perhaps they just don’t understand it.
That things like that can happen, see? But they will be pleased if they
see a woman getting married to a man, hmm, but a woman having
another woman, hmm, it’s a terrible thing to them. I mean to see it or
to hear it.
Ndeshi explains the public interrogation by her extended family that
would happen if her mother found out about her same-sexuality:
She will be shocked. And then from this she will tell the rest of the
family … and then there will be questions. And these people will
bring you into a ring. I mean they will question you about things. I
mean traditions are totally different from each other, see. I mean ask
you questions which you cannot even answer, you see?
Luckily Ndeshi has a brother who has been living overseas for a long
time and who figured out that she is gay:
In my family, okay, there’s only one person who understands me and that
is my brother. I mean he’s still abroad … I think he’s studied too much
and he understands this life and he enjoys different types of people from
different societies, from different religions. Him, he does understand.
Ndapewa also spoke about the strong influence of Ovambo culture and
the political pressure in the South West African People’s Organisation
(SWAPO) Youth League to be heterosexual:
You know, that time I was young, we were told that boys and girls
should be together and you must get married, and I was extremely
cultural and I was in the Swapo Youth, and all that stuff. The things
that were preached were that one day when you’re grown-up you’ve
got to take a husband.
At school Ndapewa felt that the majority of her teachers, the other
pupils and people in her neighbourhood in the township (location) where
she lived, harassed her causing her to withdraw from her peers:
Rejection, harassment. Not physically but verbally. A lot at school,
high school. I got that a lot from my teachers. You know there were
only two teachers I could go to. They would say: ‘don’t mind what
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people are saying.’ Even at home in my location people would call me
lesbian, you know. That’s why I pulled away from people and stayed
always on my own. You know, weekends, the youth in my location
would go clubbing. I’d rather go to town and sit at the museum just
to get away from the people. That’s the time that I got strong in the
sense that I was still at school, but I was involved.
Ndapewa explains that in the Ndonga tribe men are physically punished
for same-sex practices:
Yes, what I know is that the gay men are being punished, because they
are having sex-in-the-anus sodomy. So they take a – it’s almost like the
Herero tribe – they take a pole, a burning piece of wood and stick it
in the guy’s ass just to teach him a lesson. And the women, it’s very
rare to find lesbian women like, openly. Let me say, you cannot, you
will not find them, but you will notice them.
Women are never punished, as they are never identified due to the high
levels of secrecy around same-sex practices:
I think they are there, but they are hiding.
Ndapewa feels that she has transgressed the cultural expectation of
getting married to a man which would provide her father with lobola
(bride-price) as well as result in grandchildren. She has also transgressed
her family’s Christian beliefs that homosexuality is a sin. She therefore
risks being cut out of her father’s will:
You know, when it comes to culture, I respect it a lot. I have so much
respect for it and I do things as I am required to do by the culture. My
dad also, he has to practise all the cultural traditions. But then, I think
I have transgressed a lot of it, you know. And I am currently afraid
even to tell my bigger brother because he has to pay for my studies, or
to tell my dad; I might get written out of his will, out of everything. So
these are also part of the cultural norms. If you respect them, you get
something out of it. If you don’t, you don’t get anything.
Her transgressions are:
Having sex with a woman and not giving my dad grandchildren. He
doesn’t even have any grandchildren yet, so he’s still waiting for his
grandchildren. You know, I’m a daughter so he needs to get lobola. So
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those are the things that my dad is waiting for, and my grandparents.
But he’s not going to get it from me even though I claim to be bisexual.
Lerato comes from a Tswana background and feels that there is a taboo
about talking about same-sexuality in her parent’s traditional African
culture. She doesn’t know any terminology in Tswana for same-sexuality:
To be honest, I never heard about it in my culture, no. I don’t even
know what the Tswana name for what we call a moffie or a lesbian
is, I don’t know.
It seems there is still space in Damara culture where even though samesexuality is not recognised, there is a certain tolerance. Sîros feels that
Damara Nama people have a greater tolerance for same-sexuality:
Eeee, that is, you know the majority of the gay community is Damara
Nama, so I think they are more open-minded than the other cultures.
The influence of Christianity
All of the interviewees were raised in Christian households where
homosexuality was seen as a sin. The combination of traditional beliefs
and Christianity results in high levels of intolerance:
Tangeni’s family members are Christians:
Especially my aunt. It will be a big shock if she must find out now.
Lerato discusses the fact that as her parents only read the Bible she can
never be open about her relationship with Neties:
In any culture, it’s always a big thing except for maybe the white and
coloured cultures, because your people and your parents are more
exposed to things like reading books and all those things. Our
parents, they are not really like that, especially my parents. I don’t
think my father will pick up say a book about gays and lesbians and
read about it. He’d rather take a Bible and read it. So on the other
hand I think it will be a big issue.
Lerato feels that because of their religious beliefs her parents wouldn’t
accept her homosexuality although there is a possibility her siblings may
be more open-minded:
Ja, it is wrong, but the thing is I don’t know what my other brothers
and sisters would feel about this if they found out, but for my parents,
definitely, yes, it’s a sin.
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Reconciling same-sexuality and Christianity
Lerato sees herself as a religious person. She was raised as a Christian, still
goes to church and generally believes that God accepts gays and lesbians:
I’m very religious; like I believe in God, I go to church regularly. I
think God accepts us because if he didn’t or if the gay lesbian thing
was really against the Bible, or against God, then I don’t think God
would have created people like gays and lesbians. My family is
actually a religious family and I was brought up that way.
However, when she goes to church and the pastor preaches about
homosexuality, Lerato feels ambivalent at times about her same-sexuality.
At these times she needs to use rational thought to convince herself that
God wouldn’t have created gays and lesbians if he didn’t accept them:
I definitely feel very guilty because I’m involved in such a relationship.
But on the other hand I don’t feel any anger at the pastor because he’s
just preaching what is in the Bible. So ja, I feel guilt, but on the other
hand, if I reason, I just reason ‘but why did God create us, why did
God create lesbians and gays?’
Similarly Sîros talks about her strong Christian beliefs and how she
reconciles these with her homosexuality. She feels that God is not opposed
to same-sex relationships:
Hmm, yes, it is still very important. We pray, we must pray, that is
definitely so. We must say thank you and we must pray for what we
want and believe in it. And Tebogo also comes from a very religious
home, and her father is a pastor. So, we also bring up the kids like
that. They go to church every Sunday. I was like that in the beginning,
but because the church has a lot to say about homosexuality and how
you must look in church and whatever, I have withdrawn myself from
the church, but I go to church at least once a month. But that is only
for myself, not for the society or whatever.
From my side [my personal relationship with God is] good. I don’t
know. According to the Bible it is a sin and all that, but besides the fact
that it is a sin, there is a lot of stuff in the Bible that is allowed, so I
believe if God did not want it, we would not have been together for
nine years. If God did not want it, something would have happened to
drive us apart. And I mean, everything we do, we always ask together;
we pray together and we get the blessing. And if something happens
we say thank you together, so I believe in His goodness.
93

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 94

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
She is concerned that for the past few years there has not been a
sympathetic priest available to LGBT people:
I am very much against [the fact that we do not have a voice in the
church]. I don’t know, two or three years ago there was a very good
pastor at the church where I went, and I was on the verge of going to
him and talking to him. There was a group of gay guys in church and
he did not have a problem with that and he always encouraged
homosexuals to go to church. So I was planning to go to him and tell
him this is the life I lead and all that. But unfortunately, before I had
the chance, he went away. As you know, it differs from pastor to pastor.
And it’s not like, you do what is in the Bible or you preach what is
in the Bible, it goes hand in hand with your own personal opinion
about homosexuality.
Tangeni calls herself a Christian and conforms to her family’s
expectation that she wear a dress to church:
I go to church and I turn myself out/make myself pretty. Mommy
wants me to curl my hair and put on high heel shoes, she wants me
to hear those things that I am not even used to. So, just to please her
I will do it, but it will not be for long.
In order to cope with church she does not focus on her sexuality when
she is there. Wearing a dress and assuming a feminine persona gives her
the ability to temporarily forget about her same-sexuality:
Of course when I enter the church, I’m just a normal woman.
M: You don’t think of being gay or what?
T: (Laugh) I just don’t think about doing a sin, okay. I go with a
purpose, when I enter the church I forget about it for the time being.
Tangeni has a strong enough belief in her own feelings to counter the
accusation that her feelings are sinful and therefore she does not accept the
Bible’s interpretation of homosexuality as a sin. She knows that she cannot
change her feelings, and accepts them as natural:
No, not really. From my side, I don’t take it as a sin, but I have read
the Bible, and it says in the Bible that it’s a sin. Now from my side, from
what I feel, it is not like that. Because that is how I feel. While you have
that feeling, I can’t accept it, not even if somebody tells me I’m sinning.
Then I will say, yes, I am sinning, but I can’t help it because that is
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the way my feelings are. I cannot change it just because somebody tells
me I’m sinning.
Ndapewa was raised in a Christian household. She does not feel guilty about
her same-sexuality and has distanced herself from the church since coming out
as she feels that she has a strong personal relationship with an accepting God:
Yes, we were raised extremely [religious], every Sunday there was
church, Sunday school, you know all those things. After that [coming
out] I didn’t go to church any more because I felt okay, I didn’t feel
that much uncomfortable, it’s just that I drifted away from the church
but my relationship with God is still strong. I felt I don’t need to go
to church. Nobody on earth can judge me, except Him.
The fact that homosexuality is denounced in the Bible does not worry
her as she sees the fact that the Bible mentions homosexuality as evidence
that it has existed for a very long time:
I feel, when people bring up issues about God and homosexuality,
that in the Bible it is stated that homosexuality has existed from a
long time back. But the way people are interpreting the Bible, they’re
just highlighting a couple of verses and so forth, and I feel they don’t
really look at the fact that this is something that has really come a
long way. It’s not something new.
The fact that her church has judged her negatively has resulted in her
distancing herself from the church itself:
And the people are judging us in the sense that I’m the first one that
came out, no the second one actually, saying that I’m gay. So I just
feel if people try to make a fuss out of God and stuff like that, there’s
nothing to talk about. You know, I won’t sit there defending myself,
hearing over and over the same old sentences, and we don’t come to
a conclusion.
Ndeshi feels that the Bible is man-made and that the homophobia it
contains should therefore not be taken too seriously:
It is scriptures that a person is writing, a person just like me.
Coming out
Ndapewa is the only Ovambo woman who is publicly out. She came out to
her family after she started a relationship with her partner, Mapula, who was

95

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 96

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
thrown out of the house and who then moved in with Ndapewa as a friend.
After Ndapewa’s mother started asking a lot of questions, they moved out of
the house and Ndapewa came out to her family:
I started a relationship with this girl. We started off and then she was
thrown out of the house because her mother was suspecting that we
were dating. So she was chased out of the house and so I took her into
my mom’s place as a friend. We were dating then, but my family
didn’t know. But one of my sisters knew.
So after three months my mom started asking me: ‘but why is it that
this girl is not having a relationship with her mother? What is wrong?’
But I was trying to beat around the bush every time my mom asked me.
In the end I just decided let’s rather move out and find our own place and
see how it goes, and so we did that. I told my mom after a week or so.
Her family is at varying stages of acceptance as her mom seems to have
come to terms with her relationship:
My mom is so complicated; she’s a person that hides her feelings so
much. You would never know when she’s hurt, when she’s fine, so I
don’t think my mom has accepted it, it’s just that she wants to make
me happy because I’m her child. And my mother, she told me; ‘it’s
your life, I can’t decide for you. You want to experience life? Do it.’
My mom is fine but my dad I don’t think he knows.
One of her sisters supports her while the other is having difficulty with
it for religious reasons:
My sisters, okay, I have big support from one of my sisters; the other
one is coming to terms with it, but she takes a lot of time. She told me
all about the Bible and Jesus and all that.
Ndapewa and her partner also came out publicly after being interviewed
for a magazine article about lesbians which featured them as a couple. A
picture of them was included. This initially provoked a great deal of
rejection from their families and community. However, this is slowly
resolving:
I want to come out strongly as a lesbian. Not all lesbian women are
seen as out, especially in my location. You should have seen with this
whole Big Issue thing … the way the elderly people are looking at
you, you could see that they were discussing you, because they saw
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the magazine, the Big Issue magazine. We were interviewed, in the
Valentine’s issue. And so we just went for it, we didn’t think about
our families, that anything could happen to our families. So Mapula
and I were interviewed; they took our picture.
But then, it spoke about how our lives started off, you know? But
nevertheless, everything went well. I gave my mom the magazine.
Mapula went and gave her mother the magazine; her mother didn’t
want to talk to her for almost three weeks. She didn’t want to see her;
it almost got into family meetings. Mapula is the first Tswana girl that
came out and because her father was a minister, a well-respected man,
you know, all these things. I don’t think my dad saw the magazine. I
didn’t tell him about it.
But there was a stage that we were extremely unhappy. Yes, because
of the magazine and also at my mom’s place because of all the attacks.
Then she was living at my Mom’s place. So many tears; that’s actually
why we decided to move out.
I’ve never met her mother, but Mapula and I have been dating for a
year and five months now, so I’ve never greeted that lady with my
hand. She knows me; she has seen me with her daughter. The sisters
have accepted me, but the mother has not. But the beauty of this, why
I see the mother is coming to terms with it, is that the mother never
spoke to Mapula, but now she’s talking to her, they’re having a
relationship and it is growing, and I think she’s coming to terms with
it. And that broke her up a bit, you know the magazine. But after three
weeks Mapula went and spoke to her, and they’re now better. And I
think it’s just a matter of time.
Although Ndapewa feels strongly about her right to have a same-sex
relationship, she feels guilty about the impact on her family and the shame
she has brought to her Ovambo father’s family name:
What I feel guilty about is my family’s name, because that’s what they
are most concerned of. My brothers, my close family relatives are in
South Africa, they don’t know that I’m gay. And my bigger brother,
he’s extremely, you know, God serving, and it’s going to be a big thing.
The other two Ovambo women have only disclosed their same-sexuality
to one of their siblings. Tangeni has only told one sister and cannot come
out to the rest of her family. Tangeni decided to tell her sister at the time
she experienced her first same-sex attraction to another young woman
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when she was 17 years old. Her sister accepted this as natural and
supported her:
I went to her and said: ‘Come I have something to tell you. Don’t be
angry, don’t be angry, just understand.’ That is how I begged her:
‘Let’s go sit in the lounge,’ I said to her. She got a fright when I asked
her that, and she asked: ‘What type of problem do you have?’ I told
her: ‘I have feelings for other girls. Is it normal or am I going crazy?’
Then she said: ‘No, you are not going crazy. It is an understandable
feeling and it happens. You are just too young to understand.’ Then
my sister told me: ‘You are still growing up. As you grow up you will
understand it.’
Tangeni discusses her cousin’s homophobia which prevents her from
coming out:
Let me tell you about my other cousin … oh boy, if he should find
out that I am going out with girls! He will definitely throw me out the
minute he finds out.
He’ll just start [saying]:’I don’t like gays and lesbians.’ He will scold
me and tell me straight: ‘Those people must go, I don’t like them.’
Well I haven’t asked him why he doesn’t like gays and lesbians, and
he will not allow them on his property, and it will be a big shock if he
must find out now. But I am pretending you see that I am straight.
And I shouldn’t be doing that.
Ndeshi has only been able to come out to her brother who lives overseas.
She has fully accepted who she is but never discloses her same-sexuality.
She uses secrecy in order to survive in a repressive society:
I didn’t feel ashamed, because I did this in a very professional way and
I did not expose myself to society. Like, OK, here comes the other lady
who ends up going out with other ladies. No, I take it so smooth and
in hiding, see? That’s why I do not really care about other people
talking. I haven’t met a thing like that before, due to the fact that I
take it in a manner that I don’t want people to embarrass me. I feel it
was right because it was something that I wanted. I didn’t have a
problem with it. I mean it was right to me, I mean, for doing this.
Sîros described how her Nama family accept the fact that she is in a samesex relationship although she has not specifically told them anything. They
have also accepted her as the head of her own family now:
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Oh, this is a difficult one, but I don’t know. I don’t know if I should
say I’m out, but they are aware of the fact that Tebogo and I are
sleeping together. We stayed together in Tebogo’s house and we moved
together to my house. So they have accepted[ed] it and they view us as
family. In fact, just the other day I was very surprise[d] when, Sunday
night – because I drove down with my mother – when we got back and
I got out of the car they had brought meat for the rest of my family. My
mother asked me: ‘Sîros, did you take some meat for your family?’ I
was so shocked by that.
This represents a dramatic change in their attitudes as Sîros was made to
leave home when her family realised that she was involved with another
woman:
At some stage in the beginning they were crazy about her, but a lot of
things happened, such as, my stepfather put a lot of pressure on my
mother, so I was asked to move out of the house. Then I had to go
and stay with Tebogo in her father’s house. I don’t know whether
they were aware of it or whatever, maybe they made their own
conclusions. But they never asked me, so I just assumed …
Sîros continues talking about family attitudes:
Maybe he heard somewhere that Tebogo is like that or whatever,
and then he told my mother this and that. My mother never talked to
me about it, and then he decided no, Tebogo would not be allowed to
visit there. So then I decided if that were the case, if Tebogo couldn’t
come there any more, then I would visit her. It then didn’t make sense
to me to go up and down to Tebogo’s house every day. Then she said
fine, because it was too much; the atmosphere in the house was also
not very nice at that point because I wasn’t happy. They also kept it
to themselves; we didn’t talk about it anyway, so I decided to rather
move out.
I feel they are okay. My youngest brother, he must be two years
younger than me, he is someone that stays on his own, so I don’t
think he has a problem with us. And then there is my third sister, the
second last one, now she is very open-minded. She’s only fourteen,
but she is a very open-minded person. She and Tebogo always chat,
so … I believe my family accepts me the way I am.
She has been able to come out at work to people she is close to:
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At work most of them know that I am involved, the ones that I’m close
to. They know, but with the others I don’t worry. Not everybody, but
if it comes to that, like if they ask or something, then I will tell them.
After considering the fact that her parents would never accept her samesex relationship if she was to tell them about it, Lerato decided that they
would probably turn a blind eye as long as no-one talked about it:
Really, [but] on the other hand maybe it’s something they just don’t
talk about. Maybe it’s something, you know how it is, something that
can be there as long as you don’t talk about it.
Lerato felt that people accepted her dressing as a man in rural Botswana
when she and Neties visit Lerato’s mother in a village where people still live
according to traditional values. The people there don’t question her male
dress code even though there is usually a big emphasis on women wearing
dresses rather than trousers in these parts:
But we go to Botswana and there you will really see the culture. The
thing is, where my mom lives, it’s a village, and you know a village is
a small place where everybody knows each other and all those things.
And Neties also goes with me to Botswana, but they don’t ask
questions like ‘why is she only wearing pants, why is she behaving
like a man’. So I don’t know whether they are really aware of the fact
that here are women going out with women and men going out with
men, because they never ask me those funny questions about Neties.
Lerato has told only her sister about her same-sex relationship with
Neties, at a time when she was desperate for support as they were going
through difficulties in their relationship:
This one sister of mine, the one I am following, she is now the one
[I’ve told]. I’m actually not really open to her, but I would share
things with her and she actually knows about us. And how it
happened is, there were things happening in our relationship and I
couldn’t handle it any more, so I had to tell somebody close to me,
like my friends. I told my close friends, but I felt that I had to tell one
of my relatives and she’s the one I picked.
Lerato feels that she will disclose her same-sexuality if the occasion
presents itself to her. However, she has a lot of fear about their reaction
and rejection, and has until now only told her close friends:
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If it’s the right occasion I’m willing to tell them that I’m having a
relationship with her, to tell my family. And the other thing that
makes it very difficult is my parents are very primitive and I don’t
know what their response will be if they ever find out that I am
having a relationship with Neties because they are crazy about her;
they love her a lot in the sense that she was there for me when I
brought up my son. She was there for me and they could see the type
of person she is. So they just take it we are friends, and now if they
have to find out that we are dating, I don’t know what their response
would be. That’s why I’m not really ready to come out to other
people except my close friends.
Creating a space for yourself in a repressive society
Even though my interviewees face a lot of pressure and potential rejection,
they cannot imagine living their lives in a different way or ignoring their
love for other women:
Yes, people keep on talking. People keep on going on, people keep
on writing papers or newspapers or whatever. But to me, myself, I
take it my way and I will understand it my way. I mean this is natural.
I mean this is just another feeling. I mean you just got this feeling
towards another woman. I mean that’s how I understand it. I don’t
force my feelings; my feelings have to force me. See? (Ndeshi).
No, it doesn’t bother me that much [to be called a lesbian]. I like
people talking about me, because I feel we lesbian women [and] all
gay men are unique because they’ve got something that the
heterosexual people, some part of them, haven’t experienced yet. And
I can say I know both sides. I know how it feels to be kissed by a man
and I know how it feels to be kissed by a woman. And it all feels the
same. The whole thing is just a matter of if you’re attracted to
somebody; you’ll feel that you’re attracted. And there’s a feeling of, I
don’t know how to explain it, it’s just there! You know when you like
ice cream? You’ll eat let’s say strawberry, and then you’ll buy the
chocolate flavour, and you’ll also like it, you know. And you’ve tasted
from both and you’ll know which one is your best ice-cream. So it’s
like that. So those heterosexual people, the so-called heterosexual
people, don’t know really what they are missing out on (Ndapewa).
As long as my feelings stay the same, I won’t change. No matter
how difficult it is, I’ll try to handle it (Tangeni).
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I would like to talk about the rebellion that is apparent in the life stories
of two of my respondents. Rebellion against their own sexuality by
initially denying it and choosing relationships with men. This was
illustrated by two of my interviewees who tried to have relationships with
men after realising that they were attracted to women. They had children
with the men and then returned to the women they had left, who raised
their children with them.
Lerato started off having relationships with men when she was a teenager,
and this lasted until she fell in love with a woman called Neties. Lerato
started her relationship with Neties at the time that Lerato discovered she
was pregnant with her first child. At that time Lerato was still having a
relationship with the father. She ended the relationship with her boyfriend
and Neties agreed to take responsibility and co-parent her child:
When I fell pregnant I stopped the relationship with the guy, because
by that time I didn’t feel like him any more. So I stopped the
relationship with him and I told her that I was pregnant and she
accepted it; she accepted the fact that I was pregnant and she also said
that she would take responsibility. So for me it was actually like I
made a decision in order for me to be with Neties and because I felt
like being with her.
Lerato relates how Neties became the father of her child, assuming the
male role in the family:
She played a role as if she was the one who impregnated me and she
was like the father of this unborn baby and she was responsible. She
was always there for me during the pregnancy. And if I needed
something like say for example I needed to go to the clinic, she would
give me money to go to the clinic. So she was actually playing the
father role in the whole pregnancy.
Five years later Lerato couldn’t accept her same-sex orientation and the fact
that she was not living out her childhood fantasies of heterosexual marriage:
I was going out five years with Neties at that time and it was like I
didn’t really have peace in myself about the fact that – am I really
going to spend the rest of my life with a woman? As a child I always
had the desire of getting married one day, having a husband and kids,
you know all those things. And I was feeling like it’s not happening
and I’m still with this woman, so let me try something else.
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She therefore started another relationship with a man and became
pregnant with her second child:
Let me try, let me go out with a man and see whether I still feel the
same way, but unfortunately it didn’t work out. I did [fall in love with
him], but I just felt that it was not really love; it was just something I
was trying to prove to myself.
After coming to the realisation that she was still in love with Neties, she
decided to ditch heterosexuality but was at the same time confirming her
own sexuality by returning to her female lover. This marked the end of her
ambivalence about her same-sex relationship and she was able to commit
herself fully to her partner:
I told myself, no, I tried to ignore the feeling but it was just there. My
feelings were still strong for her and I was trying to suppress them, so
I also dropped him ‘cause I still had strong feelings for her. From
thereon I made peace with myself; I told myself that I’m going to
spend the rest of my life with this woman.
Twice her own uncertainty about her sexuality and societal pressure
leads to her getting pregnant, but both times she returns to her female
lover who takes on the role of father for both children.
Sîros experienced a similar situation in that her partner Tebogo was
already pregnant when she started seeing Sîros. A long time later they
separated during a period when Tebogo was questioning her same-sex
relationship in terms of how her choice impacted on her child. She had
another relationship with a man and became pregnant with her second
child. She later returned to Sîros who raised her two children:
There was a time that we were separated. OK, what happened first
was before we slept together, she had a relationship with another guy.
So, by the time I was in love, she was already pregnant. Then I
couldn’t push her away, could I? And I was now like caught in a
situation. So then I brought up that child, or we decided together to
bring up the child together and then she decided because the child
got a lot of pressure from his cousins and whoever at home … that
he didn’t have a brother or a sister, that he was growing up alone
and without a father and all those things. She couldn’t handle the
pressure any more so she decided no, she doesn’t want to be with[out]
men any more. She fears she is not doing the right thing and the child
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is also suffering because of it. So she said no, she will walk out of the
relationship and then she met somebody else, and we were apart for
six months, I think, and in those six months she became pregnant
again. What made her vulnerable was the fact that in the time she was
with me she never used contraceptives or never even considered it. So
obviously she walked into the other relationship with that mentality
and then she fell pregnant, and while she was pregnant the guy went
[overseas]. In that time we patched up things, we made up, so we
were back together again. So when the guy came back he was out of
the picture.
Sîros explains that the biological fathers of both children had no interest
in them and were not threatened by the fact that she and her partner were
raising their children:
She in any case didn’t want anything to do with the fathers of both
kids because they were not man enough according to her – or
according to any woman – they were not man enough to support their
children or even to come and visit them. Then I had the responsibility,
because I was with her, and I mean, whatever happened to her or even
to me, she would also be touched by it. So the fathers, basically … we
were always ready to face them, for whatever reason. But they were
never involved in the upbringing of the children. So for me it’s, I
mean, I have so much love for the children and the love I have for her,
somehow, somewhere I must show it.
Motherhood
In contrast to Lerato’s focus on motherhood, the three Ovambo women
that I interviewed rebelled against motherhood. They strongly felt that
they would not be pressurised into (conventional) motherhood by either
tradition or society.
Ndeshi’s mother still puts pressure on her to have a child and is
expecting grandchildren:
She is expecting that [I have grandchildren] because I know she keeps
on asking me: ‘Oh when are you giving birth so that I can have
grandchildren?’ And then I was like ‘Oh mama, please don’t talk
about this! I have to plan my life you know.’ Just to escape from
this asking.
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Ndeshi insists that she doesn’t want to have a child with a man:
I don’t want to have sexual intercourse with a man. I don’t want a
child with a guy; it should be with a woman.
Ndapewa feels the same way:
Me myself, giving myself to the hands of a man, no! To me it’s like
abnormal!
Tangeni has a child but she feels the following:
I got the child by mistake. I will never have a child again.
She started her only relationship with a man which lasted three weeks
after discovering that her ex-lover with whom she wanted to get back
together, was having a relationship with another woman:
It’s no use denying it any more. I will say that first day when you are
broken like that, you just have to take the pain, so I thought I’ll go
try my best, you see. So I went straight from her place to this guy.
I liked him a lot as a brother, not as someone to get involved with.
But then it got to that point. But I only developed feelings for him after
we’d done it, you understand. By that time I was already pregnant.
Regarding parenthood, Ndapewa is currently helping to raise her sister’s
three children and is responsible for them financially. She refers to them as
her own children:
Yes, my sister’s children. Two are orphans [and another child];
obviously I just have to take responsibility for all three of them.
Ndapewa and her partner are open with the children about their
relationship:
Yes! They know, I kiss my partner in front of them. And the thing is, I
always keep it away from them and one day I watched a gay movie with
them and I asked them: ‘What is gay?’ before we watched. And they
said: ‘It’s when two men sleep together; lesbian, two women.’ You know,
I was so surprised to hear this. And then it took so much time for me.
You know, I think the moment you hide things from kids, the more
you’re confusing them. They come here at my place for the weekend and
I cuddle with my partner. They sleep on the floor on a mattress and I
sleep with my partner on the bed and they are fine with it.
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She would only consider having her own child via artificial insemination:
I don’t want to have sexual intercourse with a man. If I have a child
it must be artificial insemination, that I know. I don’t want a child
with a guy; it should be with a woman, with my partner, a woman,
and I will carry my child.
Marriage
There is an enormous societal pressure for women to get married to men
and to have children. This makes some women feel that without a
husband they are not meeting societal expectations and are therefore
unfulfilled. While Lerato is in a committed relationship with a woman,
when asked whether she feels fulfilled as a woman, she says:
I don’t think that I need something to fulfil myself as a woman because
I feel that I am a woman enough. For somebody from the outside, for
me to call myself a woman, for an outsider, they would say then get
yourself a man. That’s what they will tell me but at this point I feel I
don’t need anything to fulfil myself as a woman.
She is aware that the society she lives in will not consider her to be a
fulfilled woman without a biologically male husband. At this point she will
not consider marriage to a man if her family pressurises her to do so:
Not for my relatives, it must come from me, it must be something [I
would want to do], I won’t do it for somebody else.
When the Ovambo women talked about marriage, the desire was there, but
marriage to a man was definitely ruled out for all three of them.
Ndeshi refused to get married to a man:
No, I’ll run away. I won’t, no! I won’t get married. To my wife yes,
but not to a man. If I have to get married, then either I will go for a
woman although it doesn’t happen in our tradition or in society. But
I don’t think I will consider getting married to a man.
Ndapewa felt the same. Marriage to another woman was the only
possibility for her:
If I have to get married I would rather go for a woman, though it
doesn’t happen in our tradition or in society. No, I’ll run away. I
won’t get married. No!
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Tangeni reiterated this:
With a man? No. My family can do what they want; they can say
what they want.
Gender identity and gender roles
The women I interviewed have created complex gender identities. Some
see themselves as lesbian or bisexual while others do not.
Sîros sees herself as a lesbian and sees herself as a modern woman
although she plays a predominantly male role in her family:
I’m a lesbian. Okay, my definition is like, it’s a woman attracted to
another woman, that is my definition of a lesbian.
She feels pride in the fact that she is in a lesbian relationship:
I am proud of it [being a lesbian]. Maybe because sometimes I think I
am proud of it because I am in a relationship. Maybe it would have
been tough for me if I was alone, but I feel proud of it.
It seems easier for her to identify as a lesbian as she doesn’t have any
ambivalence about this. Perhaps because Damara Nama people are more
accepting of same-sexuality.
Sîros also has a strong male role in her family as husband, provider and
father to her partner’s children. Although she is the head of the household
and is strict with the children, she sees herself as a modern father and
husband with more flexibility and mixing of roles:
I see myself as the head of the household. Obviously, the children are
afraid of me. I don’t know why, but sometimes I am very strict with
them, but it goes hand in hand with the fact that I love them and they
know it. Okay, listen, like in general, honestly, we don’t have fixed
traditional man-woman roles in our household, it’s more modern,
mixed roles. It’s not as if I am now the man and when I get home I
want to be served, it’s not like that.
She is seen as her partner’s husband, but in relation to the children
presents herself as a godmother as well as a father, again mixing her
female and male roles:
The children are quite confused (laugh). Very much confused, but they
have come to accept the things, what is actually happening between us.
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Since they were small they thought that I was their father, but I told
them; ‘No, I’m not your father, I’m your god-mother.’ So now they see
it like that. That I’m their godmother, so ...
Sîros also discusses her role as provider for other children:
And then it’s like, I have four godchildren – it’s the other two – my
brother’s one and my cousin’s one and Tebogo’s two.
Although Sîros wears male clothing and takes the role of provider in her
family, she sees herself as a modern woman who feels more comfortable
in men’s clothing. She does not see herself as a man. She has dressed like
this from the time she started working at the age of 17. She claims that she
does this as it’s most comfortable for her to do so:
I didn’t, I mean I don’t wear my clothes to say that I [want] to be like
a man. I don’t want to be like a man, or I’m not a man. I mean the
clothes don’t play a role in any case. So, as long as I feel comfortable.
You know it’s not that you want to say I want to be this or that, but
it is a nice feeling to be able to wear [them] or to be who you are, and
your clothes play such an important part.
For Sîros gender identification is complex as she goes on to say that
biologically she feels like a woman but psychologically she feels like a
man. If given the choice, she would prefer to be a man:
M:
S:
M:
S:

So you consider yourself as a woman?
Yes and no (laughter).
Can you elaborate?
Biologically yes, but inside, psychologically, I am, I just don’t
have those female kind of feelings. I don’t have that woman’s
instinct and stuff. I am more, I relate more to a man when it
comes to emotional issues and so. But not like a woman, no.
M: If you had the opportunity, would you rather be a man?
S: Definitely.
Lerato, who has had two children and relationships with both men and
women, sees herself primarily as a woman, a wife and a mother. She is
involved with a lesbian and doesn’t identify as a lesbian or as a bisexual:
I see myself as a woman. There’s no way that I feel like a man or like
approaching another woman, and telling her, ‘I want you’ or whatever.
I would rather flirt with another woman as a woman, but not as a man.

108

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 109

Chapter Four
Lerato sees her partner as a lesbian, based on the knowledge that her
partner will never have a relationship with a man in contrast to herself as
she is still open to that possibility. Her partner has a strong male identity:
Okay, what I see as a lesbian is, correct me if I’m wrong but this is
how I see it, it’s like, like my partner. She is [a lesbian], she won’t have
a relationship with a man, and she’s a man herself. I see them as
women who don’t want to have anything to do with men. Ja, that’s
how I see a lesbian. In my case it’s like if it happens, then I can have
a relationship with a man, and with my partner, she won’t do that,
she’d rather go for another woman.
Lerato and her partner have created a traditional family set up where
one partner is the ‘man’ and the other is the ‘woman’:
Okay, my role in the house I would say is [that of] a mother, and if
we were married I would have said as a wife also, but now at this
point I’m a girlfriend. Neties is the man, she’s the man in the house.
Like a woman would play a role in the house, I’m playing that role
in the house and Neties is playing a man’s role in the house. When it
comes to disciplining the kids, we discipline them the way a mother
and father would have done in a normal relationship.
She describes her role as the person who would do the domestic chores
if they didn’t have a nanny. As she has domestic help, and a full-time job,
she only does the cooking:
I don’t do the washing because we’ve got somebody who’s doing that.
I used to clean the house but the nanny is doing that now. But when
it comes to things like cooking, I’m doing the cooking.
However, they have been honest with their children and have always
told them that Neties is a woman even though she has assumed the male
role in the family:
Like my daughter, she’s very talkative, she always used to ask me:
‘Mommy why is Neties wearing [pants], why does she look like a
man?’ and all those things. I would always tell her: ‘No, because she
wants to look like that, but she’s not a man, she’s a woman.’ So we
actually brought them up in the way that she’s a woman.
Two of the Ovambo women, Tangeni and Ndapewa, both discuss the
difficulties of being a lesbian due to the derogatory nature of the Oshivambo
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word for lesbian, eshenge. Tangeni, who prefers to wear trousers, identifies
as a woman and is proud to be a lesbian, although the negative connotations
of this term upset her a lot. Initially when I asked her if she sees herself as a
lesbian and if she is comfortable with the word, she replied:
Many people call me that. Sometimes I turn to people and I say to
them: I’m proud to be one.
However she seems ambivalent about the word ‘lesbian’. She is often
exposed to the negative use of the word when her family uses it in her
presence. She discusses the derogatory Oshivambo word for lesbian and
gay, eshenge, and how bad it makes her feel. At those times she identifies
primarily as a woman and human being with same-sex attraction,
emphasising her common humanity rather than her difference in terms of
same-sex attraction:
For everybody. It is not a nice word. If someone calls you that, it’s
scornful, contemptuous. I see myself as a woman; the only difference
is the feelings I have. I don’t know what to think of myself. There is
something that blocks me, and that is my family. As long as they can’t
accept me the way I am, then I don’t know. I’m trying to accept
myself, but it’s working on my nerves. Because every time I’m around,
they must talk about moffies and lesbians and I sometimes feel, why
should I tell them who I am? We are human beings like them. The only
difference is the feelings. I sometimes think being a lesbian doesn’t help
you [and] brings you nowhere. Because from every corner, wherever I
go, I only get bad words, and those words do not come from the
people on the street, they come from the mouths of my own family.
Sometimes I feel like doing something to myself. It won’t help for me
to try and change, those feelings will still be there.
Tangeni ultimately decides that she is both an Ovambo and a lesbian
despite the pressure that her family puts on her to deny her same-sexuality.
She wishes she was Damara as this is a culture where same-sexuality is
more accepted:
Our families are as strict as the people in the olden days. I don’t even
like the tradition any more. I am a lesbian while I am an Ovambo, and
it is difficult for me to accept who I am; I sometimes wish I was Damara.
When Tangeni was pregnant she continued to be extremely active and
butch:
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I carried that child the whole nine months. I built, I carried heavy
[things], I did almost everything. I washed clothes and ironed them
the same day, everything I did. Climbed on the roof too.
Tangeni is currently having a relationship with a woman who also gets
involved with men:
One thing about her, she goes more with men than with women. I am
just with her for the moment, you understand, until I get the right
one. Now she will never accept it if I tell her: ‘Tebogo, forget about
the men because it’s not good for our relationship.’ That is what I
don’t understand. She likes to go to nightclubs and in the day she
frequents bars and restaurants. Who knows what she’s doing there.
In contrast to Tangeni, Ndapewa resists the label and category ‘lesbian’
due to its negative connotations. Instead she has told her family that she
is bisexual:
They ask questions and I explain to them. But they hate bisexuals.
And I told them one day [that] I’m bisexual and they said: ‘No, you
are a lesbian. Ever since you were young we could see that you are
gay.’ And I don’t know why I’m labelling myself as bisexual, but
currently I don’t feel like being in a box. I don’t want to be labelled.
But due to society, how society wants life to be, you have to be labelled
in order to fit in. [I would prefer to be called] nothing. I don’t even
want to be called a lesbian. I hate the word lesbian! And in Ovambo
we only have eshenge, there’s no nicer word.
Ndapewa doesn’t like being so easily identifiable as a lesbian:
I’m comfortable with it, but not extremely comfortable, because my
appearance plays a major role. I sometimes feel like changing my whole
dress code, my whole wardrobe, so I have some feminine clothes. But
then I think, no, why should I do this to please people? Because of the
way I walk, you can see already that I’m a lesbian woman.
Ndapewa sees herself and her partner as equal members of the
relationship in which there is no role-playing or dominance:
I would never go for 0/100, as I used to be when I was younger. I was
very maleish, but now that I’m exposed to things, I’m coming to
terms with who I really am. It’s 50/50 in bed, 50/50 in all aspects of
my life, my relationship. So we share things equally.
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I’m Taurus, my partner is Taurus, both of us are dominant. Taurus
people are very demanding, they want things their way, you know,
that sort of thing.
She acknowledges her masculinity as well as her femininity and
performs both roles in the relationship. She speaks about her masculinity
in terms of the way she dresses and her provision of food and supplies for
her partner:
Partly, there is [masculinity]. My dress style is pure male, or should I
say dykish, I don’t know? I’ll make sure that there is everything inside
the house. My partner will be at home and she believes in her coffee,
her bread, her cigarettes, you know? If she doesn’t have those things
she will just go crazy. And I’m a meat eater, I love meat. So I’ll make
sure that there’s meat. And mostly men, fathers, are making sure that
there’s meat in the house. I will not eat food that doesn’t have meat.
Ndapewa has gained her family’s acceptance as a masculine woman in
that she financially provides for them, including the children whom she
calls her own:
I’m the only one working in my family. Yes. You see, I have to feed
myself, I have to feed my family, and there are seven people at home.
Then it’s me and my partner, my dad and my stepmother. And the
salary I’m earning is [not enough], it doesn’t [pay for everything] you
know. Sometimes it’s [the] end of the month but I can’t do anything
for myself. I have to pay my mom’s house, telephone, food. I have to
pay my rent, I have to buy food for myself and you know all those
little basic things.
Who will provide for them? There isn’t anybody else. I have sisters
at home; they’re not working. One is doing casual work and she’s
really trying her best, but the amount of money she gets, it’s nothing.
So those are the things that keep me going. And I’m a role model for
my children – they see so much in me, and they want to do much, my
sister’s children. Two are orphans [and there is another one] and
obviously I just have to take responsibility, for all three of them.
Her masculinity has extended to violence within relationships. When
discussing her violent behaviour in a previous relationship, she explains it
in terms of conforming to what her male friends were doing to their
girlfriends:
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We were together for four years. But we broke up, came together
again, and my relationship was violent. I was extremely violent. I
was possessive, I didn’t like nonsense; in fact, if I told you to come to
my place at one and you didn’t I got furious. I would, you know, I’d
kick her and beat her like a punching bag. And this went on; I think
she liked it anyway. I was in a clique, so what my buddies did with
their girlfriends I also did. But they didn’t know that I was beating up
this girl.
Ndapewa also does the household chores traditionally seen as female,
but also appreciates it when her partner does these. At times she feels her
partner treats her like a man:
I do the cooking, I do the cleaning; it will be a great surprise if I walk in
and find it clean. Recently she has been surprising me a lot of [the] time
and I’ll feel so special. My bag would be taken off my back, she’ll make
me food, massage my feet, you know all those little things. I think
sometimes from her side she treats me like a man.
In terms of roles, she sees her partner as both feminine and butch but
doesn’t like the latter as she sees it as male behaviour:
It’s only because she’s extremely feminine. But there’s a butch side of
her that I hate. She will be extremely macho and then she’ll start
joking and start proposing to me, because I never proposed to her.
I’ve never proposed to anyone; I won’t come to a person and propose
to a person. That’s what men do. Why do I have to propose? If there
is chemistry we will come together, but if it’s not meant to be it will
not come. It’s fate.
Ndeshi doesn’t label herself. She has only been involved with women,
and describes her roles which include both being the provider for the
family as well as doing the domestic chores:
Like at the moment now, I have to pay [for] my mom’s house. You see!
I take that into my own hands that I have to look after my mom. My
dress style is purely male. I’ll make sure there is meat in the house. I think
sometimes she treats me like a man.
But she also says:
I do the cooking and the cleaning.
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With the Ovambo women there is this total rebellion against traditional
gender roles. There is instead this mixing and overlapping of male and
female gender roles. They want to take charge of their lives by taking on
some maleness. They challenge traditional definitions of what a woman
should be, but they do not want to be men, they want equality in the end.
Once again, it is clear that all these women, in their own manner, find
ways of existing in a society that represses them. Most of my interviewees
are living independent lives, making their own money and making their own
decisions. They are thus challenging traditional definitions of femininity or
the role of women in traditional societies.
Same-sex practices
Gender roles also extend into roles they adopt in bed. Two of the
interviewees had sexual relationships in which one partner was dominant
and the other passive.
In Sîros’ relationship, her masculinity is taken into the sexual realm. She
is the dominant partner and refuses to negotiate around this, as she is not
comfortable with being penetrated:
I’m dominant. Tebogo must have said no [but] I prefer it that way. I
gave her my reasons, because the 50/50 thing I’m not comfortable
with in bed, not at all. It is out of the question.
They have excellent communication around sex, which keeps their
relationship healthy:
Sometimes ...When I am unfair ... [I] complain that I’m tired and stuff
– that is not acceptable to her, and sometimes then I prefer that we
just be together romantically, without having anything, intercourse or
whatever. And then on the other hand, she will prefer to have
intercourse, and I will just say no. That’s unfair, inconsiderate, also.
But in the end she understands. When it happens she will tell me the
next morning or she will be angry that night, but the next morning
she will make sure that I know about it. But we talk about it all the
time. Even if we don’t talk about it that night, we will talk about it
the next day, not after a week or whatever. So this is the way we
prefer it as well. So, if we had good sex, then the next morning she
has to tell me it was good or not, ‘cause obviously, you can’t do it
immediately, ‘cause you are defeating the purpose ...
For Sîros lovemaking should ideally last two hours to be good:
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(Laughter) Two hours, yes at least, I mean minimum should be one
hour at least. So, I don’t believe in making love for 30 minutes or five
minutes, or whatever ..., yes, but the real thing lasts only for how
many minutes? One minute. But, the main thing is for me to express
my love for her.
Sîros uses sex toys (vibrators and strap-on dildos), which she purchases
from the sex shop or on the internet. The local sex shop also caters for
lesbians, as the owner is gay.
Lerato, who has two children, sees herself in the female role in their
domestic life. She recounted that during sex, her partner Neties is the man
and also doesn’t want to be penetrated:
Okay, in our situation it’s not a 50/50, it’s like she’s the man and
that’s it. I’m the woman. Yes it’s fulfilling to both of us and she
doesn’t like penetration, so we do it in such a way that she also gets
satisfaction but I don’t penetrate her. So she’s the man.
They always use sex toys now that they are both working and can afford
them:
We always use it because before we couldn’t afford any sex toys, but
now that we are working we are using it and we always use it.
However, she feels that it’s not the sex toy that’s important during sex
but the way they make each other feel:
I mean sex is not about the toys or about what you do; it’s the way
you do it. I mean the way you make the other one feel. I don’t mind,
it doesn’t matter whether it’s a sex toy or not.
In contrast Tangeni and Ndapewa who both identify themselves as
modern women described how there was not a fixed dominant and passive
partner during sex. Instead both partners take responsibility for satisfying
each other:
I don’t see myself as the man; when we are in bed it must be 50/50.
I’m not going to do all the work alone. If I should play the role of a
man, I will satisfy you, who will satisfy me (Tangeni)?
I would never go for 0/100, as I used to be when I was younger. I was
very maleish, but now that I’m expose[d] to things and I’m getting to
terms with who I really am, it’s 50/50 in bed, 50/50 in all aspects of
my life, my relationship. So we share things equally (Ndapewa).
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Tangeni prefers oral sex in which both partners take turns to bring each
other to orgasm:
Okay, from my side, I won’t use vibrators and that kind of thing, not
even my fingers. Yes, the only thing that I use is my tongue. It is the
only thing that I use until I’ve satisfied the person, see? Because we
are playing the game 50/50.
And she is playing the same game. Me, I will smooch with a person
but I will not use my fingers, I will satisfy her the way she needs it,
depends on what she wants. With my tongue, all right?
She tried it once and I told her she didn’t satisfy me with her finger.
I actually told her straightforward and plain: you don’t satisfy me, you
are just playing with me, you understand? Then she decided, okay fine.
So we both decided no, we will use our tongues from now on.
Ndapewa also engages in oral sex, and they use their fingers to bring
each other to orgasm. Another position, which allows both partners to
reach orgasm, is called koekstamp. This involves lying groin to groin
on top of each other and moving vigorously up and down so that the
vaginas touch.
Oral sex, we use our fingers, hmm what else? We squeeze what do
you call it; koekstamp? How do the people call it?
They haven’t used sex toys yet but are talking about it:
No. We’re actually talking about that, but I’m not so much into that.
We both are not yet into it but we are talking about that. In the near
future we might.
Ndapewa admits that her partner is far more sexual than she is. She is
content with the intimacy of holding each other:
But I’m not that fond of sex, I’m sorry to say. My partner loves sex.
I don’t know which type of a Taurus person I am. Taurus people love
sex. It’s one of the top things that you’ll find with Taurus people, with
Virgos. But then you know, I can stay a whole week with my partner
or two weeks without having sex. She will tell me: ‘listen, I want to
have sex right now.’ Penetrative sex, let me rather put it that way. We
cuddle and kiss, yes, and oral, yes. But when it comes to penetrative
sex sometimes I don’t even want to cuddle. I’ll hug her, I’ll make her
lie on me or I’ll lie on her, tickle her arms, but then I don’t want to

116

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 117

Chapter Four
have anything further than that. Yes, and she hates that. You know,
she’ll let me go on and she’ll tell me straight to my face: ‘listen I don’t
like it, I also want my share. It’s not only your relationship, this is our
relationship’. So that is where we differ when it comes to sex. She’s a
person; she wants her plate of food well done.
None of the interviewees practise safe-sex. Lerato and Neties do not use
protection even though they have both had affairs and Neties has slept
with men in the past. Neties had an HIV test after she had her daughter
four years ago and since then she has been monogamous. However, she
knows that her partner had a fling with another woman since then who
was involved with a man at the same time. Neties however assured her
that they never had sex. If Lerato was to have sex with a man in the future
she would use a condom and she would get herself tested.
Sîros and her partner tested negative for HIV last year. She admits that
like most people in the gay and lesbian community they don’t practise
safe-sex even though they are aware of HIV:
I in fact did it last year, for a life insurance policy. I can do it anytime
again. She is also negative. People don’t worry about AIDS and also
in the gay community nowadays a lot of gay people are dying. But I
feel very sorry for moffies and gay guys, it’s not easy for them,
even for women, to really have a relationship and sex, and it happens
that … she will go for unprotected sex, because you must take what
you can get, you don’t know when the next time will be. I think
that is what is in people’s minds, which is what makes us so ignorant.
I mean, people know, I guarantee you, 80% – 90% of the gay
community, at least in Windhoek, know about AIDS, but when it
comes to that moment, that’s just how it is.
They are aware of HIV, particularly as someone close to them died
recently, and discuss it regularly:
But we lost someone to AIDS and we basically talk about AIDS every
day. I also tell her, the type of friends she has, we’re also not very
happy with their lifestyles. I don’t know how one should tackle AIDS;
people are so ignorant. But ourselves, we know AIDS is transmitted
and everything, so we are informed about it.
Their reason for not practising safe-sex is that they trust that they are in
a monogamous relationship:

117

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 118

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
No, we are not using anything, only trust (laughter). Or let me put it
this way, I trust her. No, we are living together, Madelene. The
moment I cheat on her she will know, because she knows me.
Ndapewa had an HIV test three years ago and plans to go with Mapula
for another test, as she wants to donate blood. However, her
procrastination is due to the fact that she has doubts about both of them
being tested:
It was 2000, yes, that is the last time I went for it until now. My
partner and I are always planning to go. I tell her: ‘Listen, let’s go for
an HIV test’, and I don’t know why I do have doubts about going for
a test. I don’t know why, I know for a fact I was a regular donor at
the blood transfusion service.
Her doubts relate to the fact that her partner was previously involved
with men:
So my partner, before she got involved with me, she was sexually
involved with men, and it’s maybe that.
They don’t practise safe-sex although they once tried a dental dam.
However dental dams are hard to get, and as they didn’t enjoy it they
didn’t use one again:
I think I’m allergic. No, we tried out a dental dam but it didn’t work
out. She didn’t like it; neither did I. But if you maybe had a lot of
them and you could have gotten used to them, but we didn’t.
They say they trust each other, although neither of them is sure the other
isn’t having affairs:
I feel if I’m faithful to my partner and she is faithful, then I trust her.
But I don’t know if she is [faithful] truthfully. And I feel she does not
trust me because while we’re together I’m being approached by other
women. Straightforward. We can sit at a restaurant or at a bar. You’ll
just see a note coming to me and I’ll read it with her to reassure her. She
won’t like it and she will tell me: ‘Ndapewa, that girl is flirting with
you.’ She wants me buckled up and she doesn’t trust me with anyone.
Ndapewa only practised safe-sex before she got involved with Mapula,
using male condoms over her fingers:
I used male condoms.
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Future plans
Sîros hopes to be able to marry her partner in order to protect her right as
a co-parent:
I hope and wish that one day a law will be passed so that I can marry,
because that is resting heavily on me. So that is one thing that I really
wish for. Not only for Tebogo, she wants to get married so badly, but
there are a lot of implications that go with that. We are talking about
it, for one day when I’m not there any more, and about our will and
the kids and all that. So far she has said that if she dies I have to take
the kids, so I’m fine with that.
They plan to get a legal partnership agreement to protect their
relationship in the meantime:
I told her you can’t get married to me, but since we are doing so many
things together, we have to see a lawyer to at least draw up documents
that will show we are equal partners. And next year it will be 10
years. I mean, we wanted to fly down and get married, but that would
just be wasting money.
Ten years from now she sees herself living somewhere else:
We have many plans, definitely. We might also emigrate, I don’t
know. I have so many things on my [mind]. To a place where we
would be regarded as a family. Like now, the children are all on her
medical aid and I’m on my own medical aid scheme. All those things
are small things that can be done away with. I wanted to go to New
Zealand, but there are too many Afrikaners, and I don’t like them
very much. So I don’t know, I’ll see. But maybe after the two years,
after I’ve finished my studies.
However, if things changed for same-sex couples they would prefer to
stay in Namibia:
Definitely! Namibia is a lovely country and peaceful, so I would stay.
If that is in place, definitely, then I will not go. It’s the only reason I
would go out of the country, just to be recognised as a family unit, at
least. But the type of work I’m doing now, I can’t move out of
Windhoek at this stage, you understand?
Tangeni dreams of achieving financial independence which would then
help her to disclose her same-sexuality to her family:

119

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 120

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
What I want in life. If I can get a job. Maybe if I get a job they will
understand me. And maybe then I will feel free to tell them who I am.
Ndapewa sees herself providing for her family well and working as a
judge in ten years time after having studied law:
Ten years is very far. I might be a judge, I think! The thing is this,
what keeps me behind is my family. I’m the only one working in my
family.
Conclusion
This research into the same-sex practices of women in Namibia is the first of
its kind. I hope that by exploring the secret taboo lives of these women we
are giving them a voice, and that by recording their stories we acknowledge
the existence that they are being denied.

120

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 121

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

© Zanele Muholi

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 122

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 123

Chapter Five
‘I am a pet goat, I will not be
slaughtered’: female masculinity and
femme strength amongst the Damara
in Namibia

Elizabeth Khaxas with Saskia Wieringa
Introduction
his chapter focuses on women’s same-sex relations in the Damara
community of Namibia. The ruling ethnic group in Namibia, the
Ovambo, originate from the agricultural northern part of the country.
Although mainly matrilinear they have built up a hierarchical agricultural
socio-economic system with strong imbalances, particularly along axes of
gender and age. This patriarchal culture is in a certain sense imposed on
the whole of Namibia, particularly through statements made by
government leadership regarding sexuality.
My research examined in particular the same-sex practices of Damara
female-bodied persons. I am a Damara woman myself, living in a samesex relationship. At the time of the research I was a consultant for the
feminist organisation Sister Namibia, of which I am a co-founder. Sister
Namibia has always actively fought for the rights of lesbian women in
Namibia. Most of the women in same-sex relations who are active in
Sister Namibia and The Rainbow Project, a group fighting for the rights
of LGBT people, are of Damara origin. In this research project I wanted
to explore the extent to which Damara culture plays a role in the fact that
many women in same-sex relationships among the Damara live their lives
more openly than women of other communities in Namibia.
I suggest the following issues are relevant in this respect. The Damara
never had individual ownership of the land. Land was communal property.
Until the arrival of the German colonists the Damara were primarily
hunters and gatherers. Whatever the women gathered belonged to them,

T

123

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 124

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
and they had the right to give it to whoever they wanted. The products of
their labour were not controlled by men. There was a strong sexual division
of labour which was based on complementary, not hierarchical distribution
of labour. Men would hunt, women would gather, cook, and feed the
members of their households. Women’s work was valued as an important
contribution to the survival of the household. This system is often called
egalitarian. Yet gender inequality was also ingrained in the system; men
considered themselves superior to women and they arrogated to themselves
the right to beat their women.
The Damara did not know ruling structures; they had no kings, chief or
captains. This is linked to the fact that there was no individual ownership
of the land, which is the main reason why it is necessary to have rulers
who oversee the use of labour and land.
The women built the houses and they owned them, men were merely
visitors in their houses. This pattern is still very much prevalent among the
Damara who had a matrilocal system in which the children reside with the
women. This is still the case in modern Namibia; it is perpetuated by the
fact that many men do not pay maintenance and do not worry about the
welfare of their children. Says Marianne, my female-identified respondent:
We grew up like that in the north. If you have a child and if you have
left school then you assume you are a woman, and then you have to
leave the [parental] house ... That is the reason why I have a house
today, and why I am a breadwinner and know that you have to be
independent if tomorrow your mother or father are not there.
Although men are supposed to show financial responsibility for their
children, they often do not live up to this expectation. This diminishes the
respect they can command from their children and from the female
members of their households. Thus the upbringing of the children did not
take place in a strict authoritarian patriarchal environment, which gave
children the space to talk back and participate in the affairs of their
households and the community.
Inheritance is bilinear; women and men inherit equal portions. Thus
women have private ownership and control over their possessions, both
their houses and other property. Compared to the other ethnic groups in
Namibia, such as the Ovambo mentioned above and the traditionally
pastoralist, patriarchal Herero, Damara society provided a very
democratic space for all its people, women, children and men. Says Hans,
one of my male-identified respondents:
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When a child is born you cannot decide for it. Gay and lesbian people
are in each ethnic group, in Hereros or in any other ethnic group. We
as Damaras also have our own traditions, but when we are within
traditions we are not bound by them. Damara people are very clever
people, and learn easily. But with other ethnic groups, you struggle.
Sometimes people say that other ethnic groups are slow or stupid, but
they have traditional pride. We are also proud, but our pride is in our
hearts and minds. People are saying that the Damara ethnic group is
the ethnic group for peace; truly … Damara people don’t know
shame. Whether something is good or bad they will bring out that
they feel like that and are proud of their feelings.
Many of these values mentioned above have changed over time due to the
influence of colonisation, Christianity and apartheid. Damara are now living
in sedentary ways, and in the rural areas they are mainly small farmers. But
some remnants of these values have remained in the collective consciousness
of the Damara people, and they continue to impact on issues of sex and
sexuality. I will give just one example from my research of the way in which
the old kinship system is still alive. It concerns the levirate, in which a widow
is inherited by the brother of the deceased. This is a fragment from an
1
interview with Helen, one of my male-identified respondents, in which s/he
describes how hir aunt perceived hir to be a man after hir brother died:
One time, when my brother died, I went with the widow and Ousie
Khoes [her female-identified lover] with the body. When we got there,
we are Damara in our family, it’s mostly the case that when the
husband dies then the woman is given to another man and stays with
him. At Christmas on the farm we came together, also the widow was
there, and while we were sitting my aunt said to the widow: ‘So I have
to lose you because there is no man. I don’t see any other man to
whom I have to give this woman. I would have liked to give you to her
[referring to Helen], but she already belongs to Ousie Khoes.’ And
Khoes [was very upset and] went in the girls’ room and said that my
aunt in her presence gave me away to the widow and that she does not
know what will happen to her. I said: ‘What are you saying aunt?’ And
she said: ‘I did not say like that, I know [about Helen and Khoes].’ I
said: ‘If there was somebody else, there is nobody else, only Helen.’
For more than ten years I have been working within the women’s rights
and human rights movements in Namibia. Recently the state has been
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making very homophobic statements. Our president, Sam Nujoma, said
that homosexuality is unAfrican and that people engaged in same-sex
relations must be deported. Yet, as my research demonstrates, in Damara
culture same-sex relations have existed for a long time. Marianne reacts to
the president’s statements in the following way:
I think that man [the president] is talking about things that are not
there. As Namibians when we are deported where will we go? It’s
only people in the bigger towns and parents of people here in [this]
town who see this thing as a big issue. But people like me who came
from smaller towns [know] there are gay people. Parents with
children like that accept that it is their children, and where will such
children go? They accept it, even if they are that way: it’s my child,
my son, he was born that way, there is nothing I can do about it, I
cannot re-create him. Thus the problem is only in the city.
Another respondent was also indignant about these statements and
made the following statement:
If you have your rights, if it’s independent Namibia we are talking
about, then your feeling is your right. Then you also have rights that
you can express yourself. So because you are like this the government
does not want to give you any say. Then it’s not democratic.
All my respondents reacted indignantly to the suggestion that they could
have been taught to love women by some outside agency. As Calvyn
remarked:
This thing is in existence, something that is not in existence will not
be there. Nobody taught me that.
Our organisation Sister Namibia was the first to address the issue of the
human rights of lesbian women in Namibia, and has built up strong
credibility around women’s human rights and gay and lesbian human
rights. Being an activist has made it easier to gain access to Damara lesbian
women who are not participating in any human rights movements in
Namibia. Although they knew me and I am from the same community, I
had to make an effort to build enough trust for them to have their
interviews taped. In general the interviews went well and there were
friendly relationships between my respondents and me. In one case I
later got into trouble because a respondent wanted to have more than a
friendship with me. The respondents in this research have openly discussed
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with me issues of sexuality. This is due to the fact that there is some
openness to discuss sexuality in Damara communities.
I interviewed four Damara lesbian persons. I chose women who are not
members of a women’s or gay and lesbian group to ensure that their voices
are also heard. Presently they all live in urban areas. All of them dropped
out of school and of the four, three were unemployed at the time of the
interviews. All interviews were conducted in Damara. They wanted to
remain anonymous, thus pseudonyms have been used. I chose one femaleidentified woman, Marianne. She is in her thirties. She has a relationship
with Mihes, a male-identified person. She has two children. I call her a
‘lesbian woman’, a female-identified person who desires women, including
male-identified ones. My other three respondents are all male-identified.
They see themselves as men. As they are all in same-sex relations I call them
‘lesbian men’. I use the conflated masculine-feminine gender pronouns
‘s/he’ and ‘hir’ when referring to them. Hans is also in hir thirties and has
two biological children. S/he was involved with two women at the time of
the interview. Helen is in hir forties. S/he is a committed Christian and is an
active member of the one of the largest churches in Namibia. S/he has one
daughter. Calvyn is in hir fifties. S/he has five children.
The most visible and consistent theme that appears throughout my
interviews was female masculinity and the discourses on gender and
sexuality arising around that subject. In this chapter I will start with the
gendered ways my respondents were brought up. I will then discuss
community and religion, as both these institutions play important roles in
their lives. The next topic is coming out. I will then discuss in more detail
the issues surrounding female masculinity and sexuality. This chapter will
be closed with sections on parenting and past and present relationships.
Upbringing
As everywhere else, Damara children are brought up in gendered ways.
But rules and roles are not strictly enforced. Marianne remembers her
childhood as a time of freedom:
I was a very spoilt child; I was never beaten, not disciplined. You got
anything you wanted. According to my understanding there was no
distinction between girls and boys, that girls would have to do only
this and boys only that. It’s not like because you are a girl you have
to wash the dishes, you have to sweep the floor. Everything was done
for us, we were spoilt.
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But all three lesbian men I interviewed have been aware from early
childhood about their male identity. They insisted on doing the things
boys did, which was not always as easily accepted. Helen for instance
already had hir hair cut short and was wearing pants and playing soccer
when s/he entered grade 1.
When I grew up people are saying until today that I look like my
father. My brother, who came after me, we look alike. One day my
father’s sister was beaten by her husband and we helped her to fight
him off. When the police came my brother ran away and I was sitting
there. The man said: ‘It was this boy,’ and I was taken to the police
station and locked up for a few hours. I was about seven or eight.
When my parents were called they quarrelled and said: ‘It’s a girl!’
They undressed me and when they saw I was a girl I was discharged.
The police did not believe that I was a female. From that time I only
stayed with men. The people from our house would also say: ‘This
boy’. When I went to speak to girls they would say: ‘Go to the boys.’
Did they see something in me?
E: What about cleaning the house and washing dishes?
2
H: Ousars , I had to do those because we had a turn – there was a list
– whether you wanted to or not you had to wash dishes. If I did
not want to do it I had to pay something so somebody else would
do it for me. I then gave away to them my food for that day.
Games such as soccer and playing with wire cars were important
symbols of expressing masculine identities in childhood. Hans was aware
at an early age that s/he actually was a boy, wanted to do boys’ things and
was attracted to girls:
From childhood I mainly played soccer and with wire cars. I taught
the boys in our street how to play soccer. When my sister would give
me cloth to make dolls, then those things would lie there being rained
on or damaged. Even now, I cannot make dolls. I did most of the
boys’ kind of work at home. If the house had to be painted, whatever
had to be done, to work with a pick and spade, those things were
done by me. My mother sometimes said: ‘This is my boy child.’ But
maybe it was because she saw my ways. I liked to be with boys as
‘chommies’, as pals. If I had to be with a girl, that girl was my
girlfriend, with whom I had a relationship. With washing clothes and
so on, I was so lazy about washing clothes so I would enforce that on
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my sisters, and if I had to do it myself then I would use my foot and
step on the clothes [washing it that way]. It was a problem for me to
wash clothes. I thought why should I wash clothes when my sisters
are there, and they could do that for me?
When I look back ... when I went to high school in Damaraland,
there were so many girls in my eyes [I had seen so many girls], there
were so many beautiful girls at the school. There I decided, no I
cannot be just with one girlfriend, because while I was with one girl,
I saw another girl; then should I say that I became greedy. (Laughter
from both of us) I wanted more, so I had more than eight girls.
As adults all of them very much enforced gender-based domestic tasks
such as women having to be responsible for washing and ironing:
If a woman comes in the house as a wife, then she must know that I
have to eat, that I have to have clean clothes and that I have to feel
good, that a woman must know. I must also know about her needs.
[And I must know] that I have to give her attention. That when I get
my salary I have to give her something because she needs to buy her
toiletries or wants to send her mother something. I give easily N$200
to N$300 or more to my girlfriends if I have money, while I still have
things that I have to do for myself (Hans).
Marianne, who has always fended for herself, has been prevented by her
butch partner taking up domestic work outside the house; but Marianne
resents the dependence that has been inflicted on her.
Hans, who is the only respondent who has a stable job, as a security
guard, started out as a domestic worker, which s/he resented deeply. S/he
soon got a job that s/he felt was more fitting:
When I started to work I got domestic work. I only wanted to beat
the white woman. I did that because I did not have any option. I only
laughed at the end of the month, but otherwise I did not want to
speak to them. I did not want them to decide for me. But her garden
was very beautiful. I have green fingers. On the gardening side, I was
good, an expert, a gardener. I was very good at cleaning the cars and
the swimming pool. I like the machine with which you take out the
leaves from the swimming pool. I like the spanners to loosen screws
and fasten things, but not the cleaning of things inside with a vacuum
cleaner. One day I went to work babelaas [with a hangover], half
drunk. I had to wash dishes and there are glasses and things standing
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and I was not in the mood for that so I put together all the glasses
and knocked them together and they broke. I would prefer to pack in
a store or work in a bottle store. I felt like that in myself … to do
domestic work and to see the panties of the white women, I did not
like that. (Laughter from both of us.)
Later I worked at a place that sells car parts. When I was first
appointed there I was only cleaning. They did not know that I also
have knowledge. I was not putting myself in the limelight and so it
happened that when they were not there I made parcels and invoices.
So my boss said that he did not know that I can read and write so I
told them that I went to school and so I was reappointed as
administrative clerk. I had an office and worked on the computer. I
looked after the storage, but also did selling and administrative work,
like filing and accounts. I did four people’s work. I worked at that
place for eight years with those Germans. If somebody came asking
for something, I knew my storeroom and my prices. If somebody
called, I could tell them without checking whether we had that part
in stock and what the price was. But the place was later liquidated
and the work stopped. The old boss drank up all the money and he
could not pay the staff.
Community
Damara culture may be more accepting than other communities in
Namibia of people who do not conform to the accepted heterosexual
patterns, yet this does not mean that my respondents had an easy time.
Says Marianne, who herself grew up in a very democratic way:
The brother of [my lover] Mihes is also gay. They were raised by their
grandmother. When you are not beaten as a child and when a boy
cries for a doll and is given a doll, things like that could have caused
that when you grow up you are open about your life.
But this is not the case everywhere:
Next to Mihes’ house there is another young girl living. She is maybe
ten or eleven years old and this girl only plays with boys and plays
soccer and she only wears pants, and the voice, everything the girl
does is like that, she is doing boys’ things, gambling with cards,
throwing the dice. The mother sees these things. Mihes always teases
this woman, saying: ‘Amakhoes [the young girl] is also manlike.’ But
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while the girl is really like that, that even a person who goes past can
see that, the mother is always reasoning this away, saying: ‘She is not
like that, don’t speak about my daughter like that.’
Calvyn learnt from hir first lover that it was possible that women have
a longing for other women. Later s/he realised that hir social mother had
also seen that Calvyn was ‘like that’:
She [her older lover at high school] said that she is not interested in
men and her longing is for women. I did not know that there were
people like that and it sounded impossible to me. I felt the feeling and
it was there nevertheless. A grandma and grandpa are together and I
have never seen women who are together with each other. I have seen
women friends who are making similar dresses and wearing them, but
I have not seen a woman and another woman taking themselves up
as man and woman, that is what I thought. So I asked her whether
women could be in a relationship as a man and a woman. And she
said: ‘Yes they do.’ I told her that I have not seen something like that
at our place and [asked] whether people stay in that way in the place
she came from (laughter). She said: ‘Yes they do, there are women like
that.’ Okay, I thought, maybe the women I had seen holding hands
might also be in a relationship.
My social mother, she knew about this. Until I grew up and had
children and had raised my children, and before she died, she said
that herself. She said that she appreciated the fact that even if I am
feeling that way I did not lose complete control, and that I was not
exposing myself too much. She said: ‘Even if you are like that, the one
who has raised a child like that, those things do come back to the
parent, and people see that as the weakness of your family.’ Even my
social mother recognised that there were no major hurdles about that.
While Calvyn experienced no major hurdles around hir same-sex
desires, Helen’s experiences are more traumatic. S/he hirself left hir native
town because hir mother feared s/he might be driven to commit suicide
because of the social stigma attached to hir way of living. And s/he knew
a young woman who actually committed suicide:
My mother cried and said: ‘Our town is so small and people talk too
much, so stay away from here and live in a [larger town].’ She said
that there were so many people in [a larger town] and she did not
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want me to die; if I stayed on in our town I would die, I would
commit suicide, so she said.
When I was operated on the first time there was a girl from another
town who came to the hospital three times one after another. She
suffered from headaches, and while she had headaches the parents of
the girl would say: ‘This man …, this man …’ and she could not take
it any longer and wrote a letter, one to the pastor and the other one
to the police and one for the parents that she cannot change the fact
that she loves women, that it is better if she takes her own life so she
can die and no longer be in the way of the parents. When she was
there the doctors asked her whether she would tell her parents about
the fact that there is something male in her, because when she came
to the hospital she told the doctors about those things. Her headaches
occurred only when she was at home, because she was not at peace,
so she had a disease of not being at peace. The parents were brought
from their town with their travel paid by the state, and the doctors
told them whatever they told them. They were adult enough to
understand, but in the train on their way back they said: ‘It’s because
of this man that we went to the town [where the hospital was
located].’ Everyone in that compartment was told. When they got to
[their town] the girl wrote the letter I mentioned before and hung
herself (silence). The letter was read at her funeral and the parents,
while they could not change anything, regretted what they had done.
Hir own lover, Khoes, also has major problems at home. Neither
Khoes’s mother nor her grandmother accepts her relationship with Helen.
As Khoes lives in their house this is problematic. The grandmother moved
to the family farm for that reason, but when she is in town Khoes moves
to Helen’s place, to avoid a confrontation. During the first four years of
their relationship Khoes and Helen stayed together in a little building next
to the main house, but when Khoes’s grandmother found out about their
relationship Helen rented a room elsewhere. Khoes’s seven children are
aware of their relationship and warn Helen when grandmother has
arrived, so s/he can slip out of the house.
According to Hans, just because there is such a silence about same-sex
relations it is possible to live them undetected. When s/he had hir first
relationship:
My family did not know, but because of my way of being they could
have suspected, but because that way of being is so sausa [sensitive]
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and not to be talked about easily, people would not point to you and
ask you what is it about you.
Hir present lover, who is a social worker, decided that to avoid the stigma
her relationship with Hans might cause, she wanted to marry a man:
She was crying and said she was getting married to cover our
relationship. Already the gossip had started, but she wanted to keep
this thing a secret because she is a social worker and is working for
the community. I said I understood, that before the people she is my
‘chommie’ [friend], but inside the house when we are private she is
my woman.
She got married [a few years ago]. She is not very satisfied with him,
but what can she do? When she was not married, we shared
everything. We buried her family, she buried my family. We would
travel together, at wakes we would be together. We were together, in
the same way that I had done with my previous girlfriend who died.
When they married, I withdrew so she could have space, but it did not
happen that way. The man only knows his beer glass, do you
understand? And other than that, he does not know how to support
her in things. At wakes, she goes all by herself. I told her that now I
also have my own things.
Even when she married we went on. The man knew that before the
marriage we were friends. Even before he had seen her mother, I had
met her mother. Her mother has branded some goats for me and they
are multiplying. In December, her mother also sent me a goat.
E: Don’t the families talk any more?
H: No, the people see a man beside the woman and she has moved to
his house, and he knows. And the boy that was born, I am his
godmother, it’s my son. No one can prevent the boy from staying
with me, or me from fetching the boy or the boy and his mother
staying overnight at my place.
But their relationship suffered. Hans felt lonely and took up with a new
woman:
It happened like this. I would not have wanted to have entered into a
relationship [with the new woman]. But [the social worker] made me
feel that she did not have time for me any more. I told her that. She
would tell me: ‘You know that I am married.’ I don’t speak that much
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in the relationship, because I believe that speaking is the prerogative
of a woman.
E: So you met with this woman because the social worker was too busy?
H: With this woman, I have been together now for one year and two
months. In February 2003, we were together for one year. At the
moment I am with those two women. [The social worker] usually
comes to wash and iron and cook for us and then she goes back.
She does that, the social worker, while she leaves her house
unattended. [The new woman] also wants to do something when
she is here. Each woman is doing something, there are different
kinds of kitchens [each woman has her way of doing things in the
kitchen] (laughter). Each woman tries to do something for me. I
really appreciate them very much. I love both of them. I told [the
social worker] I am with another woman now because of what
you have done, and so I felt like that. That woman [the social
worker] did not eat or drink or sleep. She said that she wanted to
drink some poison.
Something has broken. Even if you glue a crack, it shows the
outline of the crack. I think that because I am like this [love
women], they want to make me aware of that … because it’s not
allowed that I can freely marry her and live with her or freely have
a relationship with her and say that she is my woman or wife. [The
social worker] said that she is regretting that now. She also feels
that she is really neglecting me and has weakened our love.
Marianne’s lover, Mihes, was similarly pressured to get married:
Mihes’ mother talked about our relationship, that Mihes should get a
man and get married, and the fact that Mihes has relationships with
women who already have children touched Mihes’ mother, so she
feeds the children of her lovers. With Mihes’ family it’s always about
money. I said that that is the reason why I am working for my
children, so that I can give them what I can or what they want so that
my children don’t only get support from Mihes. One understanding I
have is that if Mihes is getting a woman [entering into a relationship
with a woman] then it means that if a man had that woman and he
would have provided for that woman, similarly Mihes also has to
provide for that woman, that is the reason why she is having a
relationship with a woman. She also gives her portion that is due to
her family and in addition she is also having relationships with
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women. I told her that she can see that I am not lying down at home,
that I am working and not only benefiting from Mihes.
But actually the elder sister of Mihes is posing more of a problem to the
two, as she is jealous, according to Marianne:
I have been having difficulties with Mihes’ sister. They talked as if I
have taught Mihes to have relationships with women. The big sister
acts like I am her rival, that I have taught Mihes to have relationships
with women. I mentioned in that discussion that when I met Mihes
she was already having relationships with women. Mihes also said in
that meeting to her sister: ‘You all know that I am like this from the
time I went to school, and that when I wrote you letters from the
school I told you that I have a relationship with this girl, that I love
that girl.’
Recently I had a quarrel with Mihes’ sister when she had said that
I have taken Mihes away from them, that I am responsible for
weaning Mihes from them, that Mihes is not feeling free to go to her
family’s house, that even the mother cannot ask something from
Mihes, that I am having Mihes inside me only for myself.
While Mihes’ family is anxiously watching the money Mihes is spending
on Marianne and her children, Hans uses the argument that s/he is
supporting the family for not giving in to their pressure to marry a man:
My sister told me I also must get a friend [a male partner]. I told her:
‘You should not decide for me, and it’s not all of us who have been
given marriage. You can marry if you want, but I am not going to
marry. I am the pet goat in this family. When do you slaughter a pet
goat? You go and marry if you want to marry. I am there to carry
your difficulties as house goat to extinguish your flames.’
E: What is a hasibiri [pet goat]?
H: It’s a goat that you don’t slaughter. It stays at home as part of the
home. It eats together at home with the people and you get used
to it and love it and you just keep it at home and you don’t
slaughter it. And if you slaughter such a goat, things will not be
good. So I said: ‘I am a hasibiri. I will not be slaughtered.’
Marianne says there are good and bad sides to being in a relationship
with a woman. The good thing is that you don’t get diseases; the bad thing
is male aggression. Yet for all her fear of being raped she does not regret
her choice to be with Mihes, whom she loves deeply:
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One negative thing is men in the community are watching our kind
of people, because you don’t want relationships with men and are
together with a woman. They think ‘I must rape that woman’. So, if
men who have AIDS rape me they give me the disease as well. They
may think ‘men did not stay in a good way with lesbian women, so I
have to do this to get them’. They think ‘women pretend to be men
because other men did not treat them well – so I will get her so she
will stop that thing’. The benefit of being with women is that I think
that one is protected from diseases.
Nobody has ever told me anything good about my relationship,
about what would have happened to me if I was not in this
relationship. When I look back in my life I see that I have buried
many school friends of mine. I believe that if I had continued to stay
with them I would also have died without children. Young women
died. I am lucky to be in my thirties now; many of them died before
they became 30 years old, some of them are now already dead for 10
years. So I believe that when you are doing something good, people
do not encourage you, but if you do something bad, that is the time
they point fingers at you.
E: If you would want to change something in your life, what would
you change?
M: Truly, what I would like to have changed is the day I got to know
men. That thing should not have happened to me; that I could
have changed myself and from those times have stayed with a
woman.
No wonder that with all this social pressure to get married my
respondents have internalised the homophobia they are confronted with.
At the age of 16 Calvyn made love for the first time with a bible school
sister some ten years older:
She told me about caressing and kissing and she told me that she felt
that she was my girlfriend and that I was her man, but because of
youthful shame I did not say something, even though I wanted to. But
I felt good. I got relief. When I got home I thought, to do this in the
Bible schoolyard I have done a big sin. What has happened? I am also
a woman. Does she want to hurt me or what? I decided to see what
happened the second time and then I would tell her that I am not a
man and that she has to find a man somewhere else (laughter). But
there was something that I wanted. Close to her I felt good.
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While still at school Calvyn gets a female teacher who recognises hir and
immediately hates hir:
She hated me, sometimes the same kind hate each other. Once she
called me and beat me up in her classroom, saying: ‘What kind of
child is this that is acting like a boy? What is going on with you?
What are you doing with that child that you were hanging around?’
She is the same kind as me. I said that I will beat you if you beat me.
The girls were looking in through the windows and there was
shouting that the teacher and me were fighting. The teacher was
already doing things with the girls but would speak badly with them,
like telling them to lie down so she can fuck them. So when she found
out that I am also into girls she became jealous. So we fought that
day. There was a meeting and there she apologised. One day she
called me and said: ‘What is going on with you? You are hanging
around with girls and embracing girls? What feelings do you get?’ So
I told her openly … that I embrace girls when they allow me. So she
said that she also has feelings for girls and that she is jealous of me.
She said that I must give her one girl. And I said: ‘How can I give you
what is mine?’ This teacher, she became the school principal there and
is now together with another sister. The teacher’s girlfriends, you
could not touch them. She would beat you up.
So although Damara culture may be known for its relative tolerance
towards transgendered women and same-sex relations, it is still very
difficult for individual Damara women to be open about their relations
with other women. Homophobia is rampant here too. Silence and secrecy
are prevalent at the moment, as my respondents revealed. In spite of this
silence the Damara community provides many examples of women living
together. The post-colonial experience again denies this possibility to
women who would like to live such a life. As Hans says:
In my growing up in the community, I also heard that this and that
woman were together. And then I thought that this thing is allowed
and so I tried it when I was growing up. Then it turned out that this
thing was not allowed by the government but that it was allowed in
South Africa. Sometimes I thought that I have to go down to South
Africa so I can go and marry there, because I want to marry.
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Religion
A similar double message seems to come from the field of religion. All of
my respondents belonged to the church. While Helen fought for and
received a rather positive response to hir demand for respect for hir
lifestyle, others shied away from the church because of its negative attitude
towards same-sex relations. Hans, for instance, only goes to church when
there is a funeral. S/he has been raised with the word of God, but s/he only
prays at home:
Let me say the majority of churches, or all the churches, are against
lesbians; well, a man might as a human being understand that it is the
creation of God. The doctrine of the church and the belief that is in
the people is that our way of life is a sin, according to them. But if
you look in the Bible it was already there during the time of Noah
and the time of Lot, there were already gay and lesbian people.
Sodomy was going on, because these people were from Sodom and
Gomorrah. Those angels who came to Lot’s house were also wanted
by the men of that town, so they could be taken out and be made into
wives. But because they were angels those doors were closed.
I do not see that as a sin, truly; it’s a feeling that God has created in
you, it’s not that suddenly you get up and do something like you want
it. You get people who are born with it; you get people who are
mimicking other people [following the example of others]. You get
people who are doing this because they had love disappointments. I
don’t know any love disappointments from the side of men as I am
sitting now, so I don’t know the thing of ‘the man has done this.’ I don’t
know this in my being; if we are talking about disappointments then it’s
the disappointments I got from women that I know as
disappointments. When people are drinking tablets [to commit suicide],
saying the man has done this, then it’s very amusing for me. (Laughter
from both of us.) But it’s also something serious. It’s because of what
she feels that she is drinking some tablets or burns herself.
E: So you don’t really care about the fact that the church is against
our way of life?
H: I am not against church. I want to go to church dressed the way I
feel comfortable, and that will not be allowed automatically, do
you understand? I went for example to one wake and I had my hat
on; then a man there asked me to take off my hat. At my mother’s
funeral I did not want to wear a dress. At my mother’s funeral, my
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sisters said: ‘It’s the last honour.’ They were crying and I said: ‘No,
I am buying the clothes,’ and they cried and made me feel bad so
just to appease them I wore a dress, just for that day. So when the
women made dresses [full dresses] that look alike, I made a skirt,
and I have never worn a full dress in my life, so I wore a skirt and
a top. I took one of my shirts and asked that they make me a top
like that, and I bought these shoes [pointing to the men’s shoes],
and with those I buried my mother. The women said that they
would put on white doekies [scarves] on their heads. I had my
work beret, so I put on my beret. So it was only that time. As I
came back from the funeral I undressed; I felt so stuffy, it was not
me. (Laughter from both of us.)
Marianne has internalised the teaching of the church that her
relationship with another woman is a sin. She is not out at church and
feels very guilty. When she was still young she converted. Her active sexual
life since then and especially her relationship with Mihes has made it
difficult to return to the church, although Mihes is out in the church, and
there are other lesbian women in the choir:
I converted and from 1983 until 1989 I served God. In 1989 I met
the father of my first child, and fell [from God]; until today I have
been far from God. I got pregnant and in 1990 I got my first child, a
girl. Truthfully, after that I was living a very deurmekaar [chaotic]
life, not a good life.
She then got into a relationship with Mihes. Her mother had trouble
accepting their relationship as she was a religious person, but Marianne
did not want to separate from Mihes because of other people:
So I let my mother understand that. It’s difficult; parents do not
accept this kind of thing easily. My mother tried for the sake of peace
to accept that. The reason I am saying that it is difficult for my
mother is because my mother has converted, and for a converted
woman it is very difficult, because while she stands in the church and
disciplines other people’s children, I am doing things like this. Only
God knows in which ways he has helped my mother to accept this, so
that Mihes can openly go to my mother’s house and be open in my
mother’s house.
There is only one thing that is still difficult for me. [The thing] that
is difficult after being together with Mihes for three years is: how do
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I get myself to the pastor? Yet we are in truth very close to the church.
Mihes has withdrawn from the choir. The choir to which Mihes
belonged has very strict rules. During the conference period a woman
should not wear shorts, they should cover their heads. But as from
birth she feels very comfortable in shorts and will wear a dress only
for the duration of the church service, but immediately after the
church service she has to change into shorts because she says she feels
very uncomfortable.
However, we are still very close to the church. We also pray in the
house; when we go to sleep at night we pray and we pray around four
in the morning and when she goes to work and during the day at
around ten in the morning and two in the afternoon we pray.
E: Do you think the church accepts the two of you as lesbian people?
Does the church accept, push away or close its eyes?
M: I don’t know how to answer that, because I am not out at the
church. Only Mihes came out to the choir. In our choir, all the
women in that choir have those kinds of relationships [lesbian
relationships]. Our choir is cursed, I may have to say; all the
women in this choir, we all know about this kind of relationship,
we all have been in this kind of relationship. The people of that
choir we are very close and love each other. The pastor might see
this and probably thinks that we love each other very much the
way we are staying with each other. Not only one person but every
one in the choir is called vrou [woman], and so the pastor thinks
that these people love each other and he does not know behind all
this what is going on.
Calvyn takes a more proactive role in church matters and has confronted
a pastor s/he felt was not respecting hir sufficiently. S/he feels that:
God who has made this creation must provide help. Last year or the
year before, the pastor said: ‘When you have been created as a man
you have been created as a man, when you have been created as a
woman then you have been created as a woman.’ Okay, when I was
sitting in the church, I did not say anything. But I have visited him
personally and I told him: ‘Pastor, you have children, you are not like
that, and it’s good, but in your family there might be somebody like
that, and this issue will also become your responsibility ... And if
somebody else says about your family that that person is like that
then you also don’t feel good. Something that is not possible before
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God, God would not have allowed that, and what happened that
Sodom and Gomorrah have been destroyed? Was it not about that,
that men and men, and women and women have relationships with
each other? On that day God became angry and Sodom and
Gomorrah were destroyed, so then it was like that from the
beginning, and then it was the creation of God, then it’s God’s
creation.’ So I said that he should know that these things are sensitive,
that anger comes because people speak badly about you. I told him
that in his congregation there are people like that and I am also of
that kind, but I don’t want to publicise myself before the people.
But Calvyn also had another very positive experience, with an elderly
woman, a pastor from another church:
So about the ouma [grandma]. She is a pastor and I have grown up
in front of her. While I was with a friend at a funeral she saw me and
kissed me and I thought, what is she now looking for? She is over 65.
I visited her one day and her husband was leaving just then. She asked
if I know how she feels about me, that there is nobody at home and
that we have to discuss this now. I asked her what she felt and she
said: ‘That night that I walked past here with a friend I could not
sleep.’ I asked what she was talking about, and that she is an old
person and she said: ‘Stop talking about being old when you are
talking about how you feel. I am a pastor but I feel like that, that I
love you, that day you looked so beautiful, the most beautiful of
everyone, the way you walk brings desire and activeness in me that I
want to be with you and touch you.’ She said she is a pastor but that
we are on earth, and that the things we are doing will go before God
and there is nobody who can judge somebody here. And I said: ‘What
about the oupa [grandpa]?’ She said: ‘He is old now. Let him sleep,
there is nothing that can harm him’.
She said when she was young she did that kind of thing when she
was doing sleep-in work in town. It’s only later that she met the man
and got children and with the man she is not very active with sex. She
is only doing it because she is a human being and because she is
married and because God is merciful.
So the man went away and she sent for me and she told me that she
wanted to see me that night. Okay, I washed myself and took my
nightclothes and got there. She had made a bed on the veranda, with
a nice, big mattress. She asked me whether I have eaten and I said yes,
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to have eaten too much is also not good [you don’t perform well]. I
was a little bit sensitive because of her age and because she is a pastor.
So we went to bed. I asked her what she wants from me and that she
is old. She said that desire does not say that you are old and that she
wanted me, that desire wants desire and must be given. She kissed me.
When some people kiss you then you kind of melt away and don’t
know what to do (laughter).
She said: ‘Don’t pretend not to know something that you do. Old
women are awake.’ And so I did it and she also felt good. She said that
she has become old but was never fully there for men, and that with
her husband everybody sleeps on their own side and that she feels
what she feels. If you could have seen me the next day, she has worked
me so much I could not even walk (laughter). I had pain all over
(laughter). I was just thinking what old ouma is this, and that I have
to also come up with my own tricks and see who will win. I thought
let her carry on and let her become tired and I will catch her (laughter)
and so I win her with the koekstamp – [two vaginas pressing against
each other.] She said: ‘You are young but you are right for me.’
Of my four respondents Helen has the most intensive relationship with
the church s/he belongs to. S/he has a beautiful voice and is a choir leader.
Although s/he, like Marianne, also feels guilty somewhere, hir sexual
desires for women are so strong that even when s/he is trying to pray them
down they are going on. So s/he feels that as both the church and hir life
with women are such important parts of hir existence, s/he better make the
pastors s/he is dealing with aware of what is going on:
The reason why I am taking myself to the pastors is as someone who
is working for the church I also don’t like it completely that I am
having relationships with women, but that the feeling comes of
sleeping with a woman, and if I don’t tell him [the pastor] honestly,
then it’s a shame. If a pastor only knows the things I am reading out
of the Book [Bible] and doesn’t know the things I am doing then the
pastor will only judge that I am seducing people. Many pastors also
know me already as Helen, as someone who sings beautifully and
who is engaged in the work of the congregation. When this particular
pastor came, and we had greeted each other then I said: ‘I want to
talk to you and want an appointment and on that day you should not
have any other appointments.’ ‘Why?’ ‘I shall tell you my whole
history and this should not be cut short by somebody else’s
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appointment so we can talk and finish, like that.’ On the day we met
I said: ‘Pastor, do you know me?’ and he said: ‘Yes, you are Helen.’
‘Pastor, I, Helen, have relationships with women.’ Fortunately he is a
young man, and in the countries where he was before and he has
already read in books and knew that men have relationships with
men and women with women. So it was not really a problem for him.
He said: ‘You are not the first person.’ He said that it wasn’t a
problem for him, that the things I do in the church don’t prevent
anything, that he actually likes me for that – that even while I have
relationships with women I don’t scare away from the things that I
have to do. He said that maybe with my way I might bring someone
to God and that he does not have any problem with me.
When church elders were being nominated many people came and
asked my permission to nominate me. I refused [initially]. You won’t
believe me? I was elected into a high position of the church! I was
elected by our congregation and I was struggling with that. They said:
‘You will speak about the things that other people think are too
sensitive and you should be [there].’ I was elected for two years; when
I was re-elected I refused and stepped down. I have refused to be an
elder in more than four congregations. Ousie Khoes [her girlfriend]
was saying the other day to me: ‘Do you want God to come down
and talk to you?’ And then I said: ‘Don’t let me lie to God about
things he can see for himself, let me rather be at peace with God than
with people and let him be merciful to me for those things I am doing
in my weakness and take away my desires and my disease so I can
serve him honestly, that’s what I think.’
[At one time there was a discussion paper on] lesbians in the church.
The pastor said that in our congregation, actually in our community,
there are people like that, and I said: ‘Not only in the community,
these people are in our church and I am one of those people.’ He said
that he does not think that that thing is an exclusive sin and that if you
look at the Bible those things come from the times of the Bible. He
said that the same things that were in the times of the Bible are still
there, [such as] adultery. The only thing left for us is that it must be
discussed so that the community accepts it broadly. Fingers are pointed
even in the houses where they are, and many young people then
commit suicide. Therefore we have to talk, also in public so that it’s
known that things like that are there. So that people who don’t
understand are made to understand. This is what he said. He also said
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that this must be mentioned [at every level of the church] because these
are members of the church who are part of that, and that there needs
to be a decision made about these people. When the government says
that these people must be banned from Namibia or should be killed
then the church cannot come to that decision that people must be
killed. Government has its heavy punishments but the church must
come to its [own] decision, and therefore this issue has to be discussed.
As he said, the men [pastors] discussed this thing in the church and
when I met with the pastors they said to me: ‘The woman has won.’
[At another meeting] I only knew that a certain pastor would come,
and I was afraid of the stern look on the pastor’s face, and then he
said: ‘Point number one: lesbians.’ I got such a fright and sweated; I
was sitting at the front and all the women sitting behind me were just
looking at the back of my head. I knew precisely what was going on
in the minds of those women, some of them sitting there feeling sorry
for me, others were thinking let this thing be talked today so that
relationships between women stop – but I also won in that conference.
The pastor continued, and said: ‘You know as you are sitting here that
there are women who have relationships with married men; some of
you have even stolen money from your madams and came to this
conference with it.’ And he said: ‘But you sit here with the difficulty
that lesbians have relationships with each other and that thing is the
only main discussion point, but those people have been created by
God and must stay together with us who also have been created by
God, for the church; unfortunately [for you] these people are from our
church. You must remember that lesbians in this church are in
important positions and most things that are taking place in our
church are done by lesbian women, those things that are not done by
us, the pretenders, are only done by the lesbian women, those things
that we cannot do are done by lesbian women.’
The pastor had come in while we were singing and I was busy
teaching the other women a song, and so he said: ‘When you have a
conference then it’s the lesbian women who are doing most things even
there.’ He said: ‘Accept lesbian women the way you are accepting each
other and live with them in love as normal people; they are humans –
they are humans like us. When they are lesbians and when they have
relationships with each other there is no island where they can go, they
have to stay among us and will die as members of the church.’ When
he finished he said: ‘God bless you,’ and then he came to me sitting in
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the front row and gave me a hug and said: ‘I will see you soon [at
home],’ and so we parted. It was a wonderful day, but I was also
unhappy. It should actually have been a good day for me, but while I
am doing these things [having lesbian relationships], according to me
I had been doing this in private and so maybe I did not expect that it
would be discussed in such a way. But the women started to treat me
well; one woman would give me some sweets, the other would give me
something else. When it became dark that place got so cold, and it was
June, and at night one woman gave me a hot-water bottle on the small
mattress I was lying on. I was just served that weekend. In the
morning they brought me hot water in a bowl. I went directly to Ousie
Khoes’s house and told her that they had put up a white flag for us.
[The next year we had another conference. The pastor again talked
about us]. He was walking around in the hall and he asked if we
know that we have lesbians in our congregations. There was deadly
silence, and then he shouted: ‘I am speaking to you.’ (Silence.) He
shouted again: ‘Do we know that we have lesbians in our
congregation and especially in the young mothers’ choirs?’ My heart
was beating. When he said that, I looked back and thought about
other lesbian women and realised that lesbian women are truly there,
especially in the young mothers’ choirs. He said: ‘There is no way that
we can say the lesbian women in the young mothers’ choirs must
leave for somewhere else. Today I am telling you that we have lesbian
women in the young mothers’ choirs and they will stay and they will
be treated like everybody else, treated like the women who are
married and treated like women who are having boyfriends, that is
the way the women who are in relationships with each other must be
treated. Like you love your husbands and love your boyfriends, so
they also love each other and they are there among our congregation
and they are sitting here among us and they will stay. If they want to
leave the church they will go, but I will not tell them to go and the
church will not tell them to go and they will continue to be in these
choirs and in the church.’ When he said that then I sat back.
Unfortunately our government does not allow it. As for our church,
there is no other place that I have to go to, no other island we have
to go to, no other church we have to go to; we will stay in this church.
But lesbian women are not always discussed in a positive way in the
church meetings. Once Helen really became angry when a pastor
denounced lesbian women:
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So I went to him afterwards and said to him: ‘My parents who have
given birth to me within the church would never say to me that I have
to leave the church just because I have relationships with women. My
parents brought me to the church and I like the church and the church
likes me and unfortunately while I am having relationships with
women I am staying in this church. God who has given birth to me
in this church made me like this until he will change me and so I will
not be chased away by your preaching and I will stay here in this
church. This church has been built with the N$30 contributions that
I have been giving ...’
Coming out
Although as we have seen above there are quite a few women in the
Damara community who have relationships with each other, many of
them are not out. They fear gossip and social stigma and prefer to live
their lives with their woman partners away from the limelight. This
liminality is made possible by the silence around same-sex relationships in
the community. This silence isolates them, but also protects them. If they
come out, they do so in stages. They may opt to come out to those people
in relation to whom they hope for acceptance or because they are very
close, such as mothers. Marianne for instance is not out to the pastor and
the father of her first child, for whom she says she has high respect. The
father of her second boy is in prison, and she has no qualms in telling him
about her relationship with Mihes once he is free. She has told her mother,
albeit with great hesitation:
When we met it was very difficult to be honest with my family. I am
open like I am talking now. I honour them, the community also looks
at me with that eye, how can I say, and so I tried to be respected by
the community. My mother always thought we were friends until my
mother’s boyfriend came here and [told her we were lovers]. Then I
told my mother there is nothing like that, we are just friends. But at
the end I told my mother this is the way we know each other, and we
love each other and someone who does not like the way we stay
together must avoid us because I will not separate from Mihes. So I
let my mother understand in that way. It’s difficult; parents do not
accept this kind of thing easily, and it’s difficult.
To her other relatives she has kept quiet, though she realised they must
suspect, but as long as they don’t ask about it she won’t tell them she loves
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Mihes. But she visits them openly with Mihes and introduces her to them
as her girlfriend.
One time she got into a conversation with her Ovambo neighbour,
called the Tate. Geikhoes and her friend, friends of Mihes and Marianne
were also present:
The Ovambo guy next door visited here one day and then the other
woman, Geikhoes, and her partner also came. And the Tate [the
Ovambo man ] asked Mihes: ‘Where is your husband?’ and she said
that she does not have a husband or a man and Geikhoes said that
Mihes does not have a husband, that Mihes is in a relationship with
me and that she, Geikhoes, is in a relationship with the other woman.
And so the Tate wanted to find out how it is that one woman can be
together with another woman; how we stay [have sex]. And Geikhoes
explained that we love each other like men and women love each
other. Instead of loving a man when you see a woman then you think,
Jesus, that woman! That kind of thing comes up in us like when you
love a woman. Then the Tate wanted to find out how we stay
[Marianne hesitated to explain]. Let the people see because they do
see truly, and let them ask from their side, but I am not going to tell
them. So Geikhoes explained and explained and then Geikhoes told
Tate how we do it, that we do koekstamp [where vaginas press
against each other] or that we finger each other.
Helen is out to hir church, and to most members of hir family, but the
grandmother of hir lover Khoes poses most problems, as we have seen
above. She is the reason the couple cannot stay at the house of Khoes’s
mother. Hir own family is actually quite supportive, particularly out of
concern for hir health:
My people, my mother told them. I told my mother that when I have
sex I feel good, and my mother, because she thinks my health is
important, she told them what she could. My people carried Ousie
Khoes on the tray. When she comes to our place she does not even
wash a spoon.
Calvyn has a strong belief that only God should judge people’s
behaviour. S/he doesn’t know whether hir family suspects something and
prefers not to discuss it. Hans also feels it is not necessary to talk, as
people respect hir. Most same-sex lovers s/he knows live secretive lives. Yet
s/he cannot keep her children from suspecting what is going on between
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hir and hir two lovers. Interestingly, hir own family do not know s/he has
woman lovers, while hir new woman is out to her own family, who accept
Hans as their son-in-law:
People from my area respect me, my family respects me. Older
women like me are living secretive lives. I know one that usually visits
me and talks with me. In her area, there is no one that she can talk
openly with. She will be 70 years old soon. She is old but is very much
into women.
My children are growing up now and might see it [that I have
relationships with women]. Because when [the new woman] arrived
just now, my son was standing here when I greeted her with a kiss.
While my children are near me, I call my girlfriends ‘mummy’. [The
new woman] would call me ‘papa’ in front of the children. The older
girl asked one day: ‘Why is she calling you papa?’ And then I said she
sees ‘papaship’ in me and she feels like that.
The social worker that I am with now always stays close to me
most of the time, very close; at the funeral, in the car [at my mother’s
funeral]. Her parents, all of them, came to the funeral. The mothers
of my women all came. Her parents, because they are farmers,
brought two goats and the siblings [the social worker’s sisters] put
money together and bought food. There is such good communication
and bonding between us. But the other side that we were discussing
[coming out], that side is not known to them. They only think that we
are good friends.
I also went to see [the new woman’s] family, and her people also
accepted me. They said that I am [the new woman’s] husband and they
accept me as their son-in-law. And so I was staying very well when I
was at their home. Here [in this town] there are also other family
members of [the new woman], who know me. The people also know
her as a woman who has a relationship with women only, and if you
are seen with her then the people know you are her friend [boyfriend].
She carries that label. She does not have a problem if somebody says
you are this [lesbian]. She does not worry. She feels proud about that
… I have seen her children. She has two children, a five-year-old and
an 18-year-old. Her daughter also accepts me because she knows the
condition of her mother [that she is a lesbian]. The situation is that my
family know the women only as my best friends, but do not know that
I have relationships with them. The day that people know them as my
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girlfriends will cause a lot of shock in my family. They see how I live
and they must also have clicked already. As adults, they must suspect
it. But I do not show that outwardly [that I am a lesbian].
Female masculinity
Two of my respondents and the lover of Marianne identify themselves as
men and they use male names for themselves. This is why I have also given
them male names as pseudonyms, Hans, Calvyn and Mihes. Helen doesn’t
use a masculine name for hirself, that is why I have given hir a feminine
pseudonym. S/he also identifies as male. Because they see themselves as men,
I also call them men, and as they are in same-sex relations I call them lesbian
men. This is very common for women who play the butch role in a samesex relationship in Damara culture. In fact, of the more than 30 lesbian men
that I know personally all have either given themselves male names or they
have been given these names by other people. This can be seen as a symbol
of a second baptism in which you consciously take up a masculine identity.
Hans for instance got hir nickname at school. S/he was named after a male
singer when it turned out s/he could sing exactly like him.
The terms butch and femme are not known in Damara culture; they are
only used by the new feminist and lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgendered (LGBT) groups, such as Sister Namibia and The Rainbow
Project. In fact in Damara culture we have no name at all for same-sex
relations. The only word we know is actually only used for animals,
!hama. It refers to goats and other animals that have both masculine and
feminine genitals. As Helen says: ‘I also only know that word, but it is also
used for people, people say to us this !hama, this !hama … (laughter).’
Hans feels this is actually a derogatory term: ‘They use it for human beings
to hurt you.’ Calvyn and hir girlfriend while at school also used the word
fana for each other.
The maleness of Damara lesbian men is not only related to their sexual
behaviour, it also has strong social connotations. It is linked to dress codes
and a social division of labour. They are also very conscious of certain
responsibilities, particularly in the area of finances. Another deplorable
facet of their lives is that they conform to a gender ideology in which male
violence is accepted. A striking aspect is that the lesbian men I interviewed
saw it also as a very bodily thing. While they were all aware of their female
bodies they still felt they had physical masculine characteristics. Wasn’t
there maybe something like a penis in them, couldn’t they also shoot,
didn’t their girlfriends get pregnant?
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The girlfriends of these lesbian men fully accepted and even stimulated
this way of behaviour. Marianne fell in love fully knowing that Mihes was
a woman. Yet she was pleased that Mihes played the male role and even
insisted that s/he would go all the way, just as Mihes’ gay brother behaved
in a fully feminine way:
She only wants to do manlike things like cleaning the yard and
repairing cars. When the two of us are alone at home she will not help
with washing the dishes or the clothes. When I asked her why she is
not helping, she said people will say that I am a moffie [man who acts
like women]. It’s not only here with me that she acts like that, but I
have seen at their family house, she and her brother [Mihes’ brother is
also gay], I saw that her brother washed the clothes and Mihes would
only clean the yard and then she is finished. When the brother is
washing, she won’t do cooking. The brother has to wash all the clothes
of everyone staying in that house and iron as well. So Mihes had those
man-ways. However, in spite of that she also wore dresses. I said: ‘You
act like a man, why do you wear dresses?’ When I said that she
stopped wearing dresses, from that day she never wore a dress
(laughter from both of us). When we went to church in the past and
she put on the dress then I said: ‘You are manlike [have man inside
you]; why are you wearing a dress?’ When she started to wear pants
only I saw that she did not change her shoes yet, but as from last year
December the shoes also changed and she is buying only men’s shoes.
For watches, she has to put on the big watches, men’s watches. And
for underclothes, I have seen that from the time when we have met,
she does not wear panties; she wears men’s underwear and so on.
Family members and others also recognise the maleness in these lesbian
men. Calvyn’s social mother accepted hir as a boy from an early age
onwards, but she let Calvyn find out for hirself:
My social mother knew, but she was a very angry woman. I could not
tell her things easily; she raised me but kept that to herself. She
decided not to speak to me about that, so that I had to find that out
for myself. Why else did she readily make me shorts and she would
say chop the wood and go to fetch water? I had to carry the two
buckets with my arms, while the other women were carrying theirs on
their heads. Even the wood I had to carry on my shoulders. There
was a day that she expressed herself. There was a man who used to
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drink beer at our house, and he would say that I am his wife: ‘If I was
not an old man, I would have married this girl one day. She is not
lazy.’ Then my social mother said: ‘What! No lazy girl. Talk about
this boy. This person is only doing men’s things. How could you wish
such a person marriage?’ (Laughter from both of us). ‘This girl …
since we are in this home, is playing with my husband’s shaving
[things].’ I used to do that kind of thing. I would put soap on my face,
pretending I have a beard. ‘This girl, since we are living in this house,
she is only doing that type of thing. So I don’t know whether she is
a woman or a man.’ So he said: ‘She is only doing that as a child.
She will outgrow that.’ She said, ‘I don’t think she will outgrow that.
As I am seeing it, she will not outgrow that.’
Other family members also recognised that Calvyn had manly ways:
My mother died in September last year. There was one of my aunt’s
children, a woman now. She said that she always asks God about
Ousie Calvyn: ‘Why did God not create Ousie Calvyn as a man?
Don’t you see that she is hopping every side? Now that our aunt is
dead and when there is marriage, she is the only one doing that and
doing this. You people sit and drink madly, but she would be at the
fire or there or when things have to be bought; she should have been
a man, so that it is exposed.’
Prospective lovers of course are also quick to spot the manliness in hir:
[A much younger woman approaches me] to ask whether I am a
lesbian, and I said ‘yes’, saying the ones alike are looking for each
other. I asked her what is in me, how does she see me? And she said:
‘I feel like I can say pappie to you.’ One day she bought me some
shorts, thinking that I sleep in that kind of thing. If it’s cold [I wear]
a long-sleeve shirt. When it’s not cold [I only wear] shorts and a top.
She bought me two underpants, three jockeys, and I thought, how did
she know [that] with women I wear underpants.
Helen too locates hir masculinity in the way s/he takes up responsibility
at main social events like funerals, and in the household in general:
In our house I would make rules and laws and organise, saying who
has to do what, particularly during death. Marriage is other people’s
luck. When I started to work I bought coffins when my family
members died; now that I am also not working the people will send
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me money to buy the coffins and I still have to say what has to be
done. When my sister died I bought the coffin. The other male family
members only came on Friday, and my aunt said: ‘You guys take off
your trousers and give them to Helen because Helen who I thought
was a woman is more of a man, and you who have been males are
now women; at each death Helen is buying the coffin and you don’t
do anything.’ When the pastor visited her the morning of her death
she gave him a message for me that when I hear that she has died I
must not go and sit, not sit in the house of mourning, but stand
upright with other men; only then would she be buried, if I sit. The
pastor did not understand, and asked why. Then she said: ‘That one
is my male child. It is only when he stands upright then does
something happen at this house. If she would sit in mourning, pastor,
then I would be lying and I don’t want to lie around.’ When I got
there the pastor said: ‘Your mother said don’t sit down, stand upright
and take up the spade.’
Hans expresses hir masculinity in hir sense of being in control. This
is linked to physical strength, that s/he developed early on, and to hir
sexual prowess:
[At school] I did bodybuilding and karate. I was actually the
strongest at school, I can say. People did not go against my wishes,
my word was law. It’s like that way still now with me. I only act when
I know a lot about something.
Sometimes I would even take a girl away from her boyfriend. And
if a man had something to say about that then I would beat him up
once with my fists, so he would fall down.
At high school I caught the head girl [started a relationship with
her] there. (Laughter from both of us.) When I came to that school I
was a new recruit. They asked which man was speaking. [My] voice
was already like that [like a man]. When people saw me, they already
had respect for me, because here is fire and you cannot touch it. I told
the head girl that I wanted to stay in the dormitory next to the head
girl’s room. She wanted to check on me, as the captain of the
dormitory. It was called ramkamp [a place for males, literally male
goats] (laughter from both of us).
All the women, from the woman that I started with on day one, all
of them when they are with me feel that they are with a man, the way
I treat them, the way I treat them in bed.
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One of hir first lovers respected all this and treated Hans with the
respect due to a man, which pleased hir mightily:
It was excellent. It was so good. She made me feel that she loved me.
At her own place she had her own room, so we had privacy; my
clothes were cleaned and I could eat on time, a man’s plate with
handles on the side and a lid [a big metal bowl in which men are
usually served]. (Laughter from both of us.) So I was treated very well.
All the lesbian men carry a lot of responsibility for family members,
particularly financial responsibility for girlfriends and their families. They are
also very actively involved in the community, such as in the church. They see
it as an integral part of their masculinity and in fact scorn biological men who
do not live up to their obligations. To take responsibility for others increases
social acceptance of their lifestyle. Another reason why so many tasks are
loaded onto them may be that as lesbian men and not officially married,
many problems of the family are automatically diverted to them. However,
all lesbian men I interviewed were in relationships and they had children of
their own. Sometimes there may be tensions between the claims of the
original family of the lesbian man and hir lover. Marianne regularly sends
money to her own mother, who looks after her grandchild. This is resented
by Mihes’ family, who put pressure on Mihes to send money to them as well.
This is against Marianne’s idea of how their relationship should be:
Mihes says that she must also give monthly money to her mother. And
she is not doing that with my knowledge. I don’t like that. I want to
be entrusted with our financial business, and acknowledged. I don’t
also see any reason why Mihes’ mother should be given any money at
this moment. When Mihes stays there I could understand that
because she was also living there, but now Mihes has her own house,
but because I give to my mother so she also has to give to her mother.
For me it seems like jealousy.
Marianne feels that Mihes’ family are always only concerned about
money. Mihes has always had relationships with women with children and
has always shouldered hir responsibilities in this. Marianne is very pleased
with the way Mihes conducts hirself in this way. Yet she has also always
worked as a domestic, so she would not be too dependent on Mihes:
Truly, what I would like to have changed is the day I got to know
men; that thing should not have happened to me; I am happy now,
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when I look back at the men in my life I did not have any happy
relationships. Every day I count the good things Mihes has done for
me. Which man is there among the men I had relationships with who,
while he has his own debts, would take out 1000 rands freely and
help me with my problems. Thus there are things that Mihes is doing
for me that men never have done for me, or more than any men have
ever done for me. Therefore if I could I would have preferred not to
have known men ever, and from the start only been with women.
The father of her first child didn’t pay a cent until the girl was nine years
old. Then Marianne could not cope any more and sued him for
maintenance. He was sentenced to pay and demanded the child. He took
the child with him to his town. So paternity and the right to own a child
are linked to who pays for his or her upbringing. The father of the second
child was caught with diamonds and is in prison now.
For Helen too, paternity is linked with who is paying maintenance. For
one reason or other s/he once slept with a man and got pregnant. Yet the
man does not recognise the paternity of the child:
He says: ‘I supposedly have a child with this person. If you look at
this person doesn’t she look like a man?’ He now refers to it in a
joking way. He never paid maintenance for the girl because he said it
was not his child. Both of us slept with each other and that was it. It
was actually not a problem for me that he did not pay maintenance.
Apart from claiming paternity, financial responsibility is also linked to
an expression of sexual interest in a woman. Calvyn was wooed this way:
She told me later that she saw me in the shop when I was buying
cooldrink and when I was walking among the shelves. She followed me
into the shoe shop and said that I was fleeing from her … I told her that
I was buying shoes for my children. She said that I must also buy shoes
for her. I asked what size shoe she wears. In general, I don’t hold things
only for myself. If somebody asks me and I have something to give them
then I will give it. I did not have that feeling that I should propose to her.
Calvyn later also paid the hospital fee of hir lover who had a miscarriage
and claimed that she had only gone out with Calvyn. Paying that fee
meant that Calvyn accepted responsibility for the pregnancy.
From an early age Hans shouldered many responsibilities. S/he left school
to take up a job in order to help hir mother cope as she was bringing up
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seven children on her own. S/he as the man in the house had to help bring
up hir sisters, who because of that still look up to hir. Later in life things
became more complicated when s/he had to support both hir girlfriend and
the niece of that girlfriend, whom s/he ‘could not resist’ and who therefore
laid a claim on hir money as well:
The girl came to visit and she was not drinking. The rest of us were
drinking. She was 16 or 17 years old. She would visit and it was Hans
… Hans … behind and in front. And I had money. I am not greedy;
when it is there then it is there and it should be used. When I got paid,
then I gave my girlfriend all the money and then we would decide
what to give to my mother and her mother and what we have to save
and what to do with the money, because one day she would have to
go back to her town and she had to buy something to take back with
her. We were drinking, but we used only a certain amount of our
money for that. But when this girl came into the game, then the
money stories.
E: You did not give your girlfriend money any more?
H: She got, but not everything, because I also had to give the young
girl something. Like I said before, I had to shoulder
responsibilities because this young girl also had a baby who she
left behind in the other town. That girl, when she saw me, then
things already became awake in her, and she told me that she’d
already become wet and wanted us to go home.
Dress codes
Dress codes in Namibian society are strictly gendered. The lesbian men in
this research had to negotiate carefully how to dress. On the one hand
they would want to show respect to the church and to the wishes of
parents, particularly mothers, to conform to certain expectations of how
to dress as a person with a female body on solemn occasions such as a
funeral. On the other hand from an early age they detested women’s
clothes and wanted to demonstrate their male persona to the outside
world. Girlfriends also expected that their men be dressed as proper men,
as the account above from Marianne shows. During the time that Hans,
the oldest respondent in the research, went to school, it was not allowed
for girls to wear pants. Reluctantly s/he wore a skirt at school, but s/he
didn’t tuck in hir shirt, as girls should, s/he let it hang loose. After school
s/he immediately changed into pants. As a child s/he demanded that hir
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mother bought pants with pockets for hir. Now s/he only has work
uniform skirts for summer, while in winter s/he can wear trousers again.
Calvyn too refused to wear dresses as a child. S/he particularly hated
petticoats. S/he wore mostly pants when young. At hir confirmation a
struggle ensued:
Even my confirmation was without a petticoat; bare-headed and no
lint on the head like the other girls. The petticoat was difficult. There
was a fight … people forcing me to wear a petticoat. I told my social
mother that she should not buy petticoat material, and if she did make
the petticoat she should wear it herself. She would say: ‘You are being
confirmed, you are becoming an adult.’ She would speak to my mother
who said: ‘Speak to Calvyn.’ My social mother said that she would
take apart the full dress she is making for me as I am now into skirts.
As a young child Helen would wear hir brother’s clothes. As soon as s/he
got hir own money to buy clothes s/he bought trousers. S/he once had one
dress, but:
In 1997 my niece died here and her clothes got lost in the hospital and
a body has to be dressed and so I thought maybe it’s the last thing I
could do for her and we dressed the body in my last dress. So in my
wardrobe there are no panties or dresses.
Hir lovers only know hir as a person who wears men’s underwear:
As long as I can remember [I have worn men’s underwear]. How can
I wear panties while I sleep with women? While women are wearing
panties then I wear men’s underwear. I am a man, how can I also wear
panties when the woman with whom I have a relationship wears
panties? So I just started to buy men’s underwear, and the women that
I am together with also buy men’s underwear for me. Last year on
Father’s Day, the pastor was giving gifts, and we were opening gift
boxes there. He said: ‘The bishop’s box cannot be opened here (the
people of this congregation call me bishop). This box cannot be
opened here; he is an older man and this should be opened at home.’
I wanted so much to know what was inside my box, but because he
said that, I left it. When I got home there were six men’s briefs and a
tie in the box, and I thought: what does the pastor mean?
E: So Ousie Khoes bought the men’s underwear for you?
H: Yes, on Mother’s Day I take care to give Ousie Khoes a gift and
on Father’s Day she has to make sure to give me a gift.
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Although Helen has fought for hir right to be recognised for what s/he is
and although the pastor seems to accept hir (he referred to Helen with male
pronouns in the above fragment), Helen hirself feels that on certain
occasions s/he has to conform to what the other female-bodied members of
hir choir wear. However, not being used to dresses, unexpected
complications may arise. Wearing a hat too can have serious consequences:
There was an event at which the new pastors were ordained. We all
went there to sing. I proposed that we all wear white dresses because
some women didn’t have the choir uniform and it would be neat if all
of us were wearing white dresses. But it was impossible to wear pants
while the women are wearing [dresses]. I also did not have a pair of
white pants, and so because we had to wear white and I did not have
white pants I also wore a white dress even though I did not like it,
and so we went.
The whole congregation stood outside while the church was not yet
open, and the pastors, there were many of them standing outside,
even the bishop, and the wind blew, and the women held onto their
dresses like women do. Because I am usually only wearing pants, why
should I hold onto my pants when the wind blows? So the wind lifted
up my dress up to my head and I did not realise that. And so one
pastor sent another pastor to me and he said to me: ‘Helen let’s drive
home.’ I said: ‘Why are we going home? It’s almost time for the
service to begin.’ He said: ‘When the wind blew all the women held
onto their dresses, but you just stood like that and we all saw that you
are wearing black panties, so just go home and change into pants.’
On that day I decided never again – whichever town, whichever
church – I will go to that town in a man’s suit. The ones, who know,
know, and the ones who don’t know will know there … that this
woman has gone to church in pants.
E: So is it a problem to go to church in pants; do people talk about that?
H: Ousars, it’s a tradition that women have to go to church with a dress,
and so even when people don’t speak about it they find it amazing
that a woman goes to church in pants. You won’t believe that people
got used to me so much that while I am wearing pants and you start
to wear pants to church then they will gesture to each other and point
to you, because it’s strange that women are wearing pants.
Also, [when going] to the Holy Communion, hats. I don’t wear
hats; at that time I was the leader of our choir. So the uniform was
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worn with grey berets and when the people say hats … then the
women knew that I was not wearing a hat, but it was impossible
for the pastor to accept that I don’t wear hats and he said: ‘She is
the leader, how will it look?’ And the women said: ‘Pastor this
woman does not wear hats.’ But the pastor said I must wear a hat,
I did not want to disrespect him and so I wore a hat. Ousars! I did
not even get into the church, my head was so sore, so sore, my
head was so sore and I fainted and then the women said we
already told you that she does not wear hats, and so they took off
the hat while I was still lying [there having] fainted, and so I
separated that day from hats.
Drinking and violence as expressions of masculinity
Drinking is very common among Damara men. Lesbian men are into this
heavily as well. Very rarely would you find a lesbian man who is not
drinking. By consuming large quantities of alcohol they live up to a certain
image of aggressive, violent manhood. As a consequence there is a lot of
bravado, violence and jealousy in their relationships:
Mihes does not understand [the words] ‘stop drinking’. She must take
something. Because she is not smoking she must drink. ‘If you are
acting like a man you have to do one thing, either drinking or
smoking,’ so Mihes is saying. So she drinks.
Drinking and the violence that follows from that also played a big role
in the life of Hans. S/he used to drink heavily and become very violent
until s/he finally managed to stop. As Hans tells hir story of drinking and
the battle against it:
If I had been drinking a bit, in truth, the way people say that
somebody becomes false [from drinking], that false thing would then
sit on my brain. [My girlfriend at high school] did not want me to
drink. If I am not drinking, I am a good person. We will communicate
well. Usually I hide things, and when I am drunk everything must
come out ... So after one holiday, she brought back to school tablets
that were given to her sister’s boyfriend to help him stop drinking.
After school, after I ate, since I was staying in a hostel, then she [the
girlfriend] would give me two litres of cooldrink or Oros. And so I
always got Oros to drink with my food. My girlfriend then said that
she does not want me to drink because when I am drunk we always
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quarrelled. She said: ‘I don’t want that, but I want to be honest with
you. I am telling you openly that I have put my sister’s boyfriend’s
tablets that stop [people from] drinking. I put them in the Oros.’ I said
okay, I would stop drinking, throw away that [Oros] and make me
another Oros. So she made me another drink. When Friday came I
was drunk and then I became very difficult. I said it was [the city’s]
witchcraft, that she wanted to kill me. So I grabbed her around the
neck. I used a wire hanger and made a shape that fit around her neck
and I said: ‘Do you see that tree? I am going to hang you up there.’
She was screaming and saying to others, ‘Please give my mother this
telephone number,’ and ‘If I die, it will be that kind of thing again.’ It
was not with the aim of killing her. I like to be outside in the air, so we
went to the bush and spent time under the moon and discussed the
issue. And later we came back.
One holiday I went [away] with my [new] girlfriend. There I went
to the dance hall and the ex-girlfriend was there. It came out that she
still had feelings of revenge against me because of the way I treated
her at school. She had this feeling even when she said that she loved
me. I did not really act badly towards her, but it’s only when I was
hot [drunk] that I sometimes also beat her up and gave her a black
eye. Her skin, like yours, was light-skinned, so it would be blue or
purple. In the hall my ex-girlfriend hired other people to hit me, so
we had to fight in the hall. If I went to the dance hall and drank and
fought then the dance hall would immediately close, everything had
to close so we could go home because a war had started. One person,
me, I made things really worse. When I went inside the hall I knew
her so well, so I immediately recognised her from behind. So I went
to talk to her and then she said she would be back soon. Suddenly, I
got hit from somewhere. A fight started in the hall and because I was
not far from the knife, I cut an artery of someone’s hand and a very
bad fight started.
Finally, with hir new lover who knew how to treat hir so well both in
bed and outside it, Hans made a serious attempt to stop drinking:
In her I saw love and respect. [It’s because of her] that I stopped
drinking. I also smoked dagga [marijuana], dangerously. [Drinking had]
a big influence because then the violence would follow. I had a very
active mind then, but when I was drinking the old things had to come
out. Things that had already happened. I would ask why they were that
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way. When I was drunk then I became jealous, of things long passed,
those difficulties would start because she was a mature woman; she
struggled with me and first I stopped smoking dagga and later drinking.
When I was drinking there was no understanding of each other. Then
we had to fight. If I had to fight then I fought the whole night and the
whole day. I had to fight for a long time. I did not stop easily.
Still, it took another very bad fight for Hans to finally stop drinking. Hir
girlfriend was jealous because Hans was going out with another woman,
so they fought and:
I beat her on her mouth and beat her out of the house and a tooth
came out. I did something wrong and because of that we fought and
I tore out her tooth and I bought her a gold tooth. That day was the
first and the last day that we fought that badly. I took her and tied
her onto the bed with ropes and put paraffin on her. I wanted to burn
her I was so angry. My anger is so bad. But I thought also that her
parents would look for her with me. I had to call them and tell them
we were okay and that we were well but if I burnt her and killed her,
what would I say? I started to cry that day and being drunk makes
one cry good. (Laughter.)
E: You don’t usually cry?
H: No, I don’t cry. Do you know my mother’s death was the only
[time] I cried? I also cried when my girlfriend, the one that I was
fighting with, died. I cried that day of the fight because I did not
act on my intention. If I take out a knife, then I have to stab. I
have to complete the reason why I have taken out the knife in the
first place. When I become angry, then I have to fight. I withdrew,
but withdrawing hurt me and so I cried and she also cried from
being hurt because I was busy killing her, and so we held each
other together and slept. The next day we forgave each other …
and later she got the false tooth.
I stopped drinking because I felt that we would just kill each
other. When I came out of the hospital I stopped drinking.
But lesbian men can also be violent without drinking. Calvyn confessed
to having been very aggressively violent towards hir lovers, particularly if
s/he was not sexually satisfied:
What brings the anger is when I am not sexually satisfied or when I
want to kiss and the woman is not kissing me the way I want. Mamma!
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The two of us would be fighting even for a week in that house.
If I did not reach orgasm, I fought. I would even take leave from
work, go to her work and tell her that what she has done last night
was not good. I would say that I would fuck her up. So the woman
would say wait until after work. I was in heat and would go home and
watch time and then go there. Once I have broken someone’s door,
slapped someone and thrown out things; the desire comes like that.
If it comes to a woman then I am number one, full of fire. It must
be like that and if it is not like that, then we have to fight because I
was not satisfied. I told [my young girlfriend] the other day ‘Don’t go
out [have sex] with men and ask money from me and then treat me
like a dog.’ It is very bad for me if a woman treats me like that. I
simply forget that I am a human being. If a woman treats me like she
wants, I don’t say that she must put me on a tray, but she must treat
me in a way. But if there is a little scrap, then there is a beating. I
would get her in a room and beat her up properly.
E: Did you already beat women before and for what?
C: Yes, I did. Sometimes I would tell one, ‘please wash these dresses
for me quickly. I do not have time and I am travelling’. Then she
would say, ‘I don’t like the fact that you are bringing things to be
done in a hurry,’ and then I would beat her, I would take her
inside. I would take them inside and beat them. I [used to] beat
women but I have stopped now. I am getting old now.
E: Did you beat women because men beat women?
C: Yes, she must listen to what I am saying and she must do what I
say, and if she doesn’t I would bring them home. I don’t even
quarrel in the street; if I quarrel in the street I will beat somebody
severely and people will also know what has happened. So I would
bring them home. Lesbians, you must also feel that when you are
angry then you forget even the pot that you have put on the stove.
With me it’s like that, the pot will burn out there. But now I have
stopped, I am old now (laughter).
One reason why there is excessive violence in lesbian relationships is
because the lesbian men construct their partners as inferior, in line with the
prevailing gender ideology in Namibia, as Hans says:
My thing is I always have to take care of my girlfriend, because as her
superior, as her boss, I have to take care of her so she must look good.
From childhood I was like that.
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Femme strength
The partners of lesbian men don’t take all this swagger, bravado and
violence of their lesbian men lying down, so to speak. In many ways they
see themselves, and are seen by their partners, as in possession of a
strength of different dimensions. Femme strength may involve physical
violence. Hans was bitten so severely by hir lover that s/he ended up in
hospital for three months after the wound was infected. S/he still proudly
displays the scars that look like snakebites. Marianne considers herself a
better fighter than Mihes, her lesbian man. Mihes too got wounded by a
woman. Marianne expressed surprise how Mihes just sat there and got
hirself stabbed:
When I compare Mihes and me, I see that she is weaker than me. She
always did the things her family wanted at that time. To tell the truth
when I met her from the beginning I had burning love for her ... but
[Mihes always sought the approval of] Mihes’ mother. Mihes looked
for advice from other people. With my love for her I convinced Mihes
to come to that decision that she would be independent and would
have her own place [with me].
[And then there was] the day that Mihes was stabbed by that
woman [Mihes’ ex-lover]!
She was stabbed, on the arm and on the head. [The ex-lover] took
out the knife and said: ‘You wasted my time, what about my time you
have wasted,’ and then stabbed her. Her mother was called and they
took her to the hospital. It’s only with that stabbing that those two
eventually separated.
E: Does she fight when she is drunk also with other people?
M: No, Mihes does not really quarrel. She is actually very weak, she
does not know how to fight; like me, I also do not know how to
fight. Even if somebody will fight with her she does not know how
to fight back. Like the day that she was being stabbed, she was
stabbed while she was just sitting. She did not defend the blows, so
she was stabbed, thus she does not know fighting. The way I sum
up Mihes she is amazingly weak. She does not know fighting at all.
If Marianne’s love got the two of them together, Helen too was seduced
by Ousie Khoes, her present lover. Though Helen quickly turned the
situation around, to make it seem s/he was in control (which was probably
the intention of Khoes all along):
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When I got in the bathroom she caught me and I said etse [expression
of surprise] and she said ‘Kiss me,’ and I said ‘Elder,’ and she said
‘Helen,’ and then I thought that is the reason why you came, so I
kissed her and said: ‘As from today no man will kiss you,’ and she
said ‘Yes’ and then I went home.
Ousie Khoes had waited 15 years for that kiss and so wasted no time in
arranging things:
When I came home I discovered that she had taken all my things to
their house. When I came there she said you are sleeping here tonight
and I said why and she said I want you to stay here, it’s her mother’s
house. I said how, and she said we would just stay, my mother and
the other people they don’t know. I did not move to her place
completely although she had moved all my clothes to their house with
the hope that I would move in completely. I did not know what to say
because I did not have any problem with the people where I was
staying. So we stayed, and in that year in September we had the
unveiling of my mother’s tombstone, and the choir in which I was, we
went to another town; we now had a relationship.
Out of awe for Khoes’s perseverance and power, Helen has stayed away
from other women.
Similarly, it was Calvyn’s Ovambo lover who had started the
relationship. Once when they quarrelled and Calvyn wanted to end the
relationship, hir lover refused and told Calvyn that it was she and not
Calvyn who would end the relationship. Hir Ovambo lover, who was very
ill, controlled the relationship until the end, just before she died:
So she told me that for the last time she wants me in bed for the last
and final day on earth. Oh she was a very big woman; she had such
a big chest (silence). I was a little afraid. Maybe she had drunk
something [an aphrodisiac]. I asked her whether she had used
something and she said no, and I said to her sometimes they drink
tablets for energy. So they can overwhelm a man. She said that she
had not used that, and that she is already taking so many tablets
prescribed by doctors that she cannot add others. I said, ‘Is it really
the last time?’ And she said that it’s the last time and that she wanted
us to go apart in peace like the time we came together. That is how
we separated. I always visited her. When the illness became too much
then I also visited her, cooked food, washed her nightclothes.
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Hans too, with all hir violence, actually feels great respect for women
and their power. S/he recognises that it is at times the desire of women to
be respected for their womanly power that makes them desire lesbian men,
as heterosexual men do not always know how to appreciate that:
Well, she had a boyfriend, but that boyfriend, guys always hurt
women and only eat the pockets of the women [abuse the girlfriend’s
money] and do not let them feel that they are the women or wives.
That is the reason why women sometimes get into this thing [lesbian
relationship]. So when you are [like her], then you have that longing
in your heart to be accepted and to feel that she is the wife or that she
is a woman – a woman who has responsibility and a say over her man
or husband. And when you get involved with such a woman, then the
woman decides she is leaving her man, [and so she started a
relationship with me]. That guy – the woman had to feed him and he
did not take care of her family. But me, even while I was still at school
I stood out like a man and brought maybe meat so we could all share.
So the woman also saw that I might invest something. Okay, we had
a 13-year relationship, very close relationship. She was my
everything, she was my everything.
Hans expects that a woman should have control over the money that
s/he brings into the house. If someone wants to borrow money from hir,
s/he lets hir partner decide. In a more philosophical mood Hans reflects
that there are three types of women and that as a lesbian man one has to
respect all of them:
You get three kinds of women: a slave woman, a woman for the house
[housewife] and a queen. The slave woman works, the housewife gets
children and the queen does not do anything, only entertainment. She
is having a good life, that’s the queen; sitting in cars, driving around,
asking for what she wants; [it] will [always be] bought for her. That
kind is a queen. And then you get the slave woman; doing ironing,
washing, cleaning, making sure that you eat on time. The housewife
has to stay at home, taking care of the children. That is the mother of
the children (laughter). The children’s mother is very proud, because
she is the queen, but she does not know the other woman who thinks
she is the queen or is held to be the queen. The queen is lazy, does not
want to do anything for you, does not want to give you children, and
she only thinks about herself, she is selfish. But you should also make
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her feel good because she wants it. But the housewife, the one who is
staying at home and giving you children, she is your master. The slave
woman looks after your cleanliness; she should also get respect.
The body
Female masculinity in Damara culture is not only related to social
practices, responsibility, a division of labour and masculine ways. My
male-identified respondents strongly feel that it is something inside them,
that they are born with it:
I was born like that. It’s not something that I am learning now. It’s
something that is in my blood and so I have to suffer (Hans).
This thing is inside you coming from somewhere (Helen).
But what it is that is inside, or in the blood, is not at all clear to my
respondents. There is a suggestion that it may have to do with hormones,
or maybe with having both male and female genitals, hermaphrodites.
Helen is aware that there are persons who are hermaphrodites, or born
intersexed and who are later operated on. Yet hir case does not exactly fit
that description:
Some people are created with two genitals. So the doctor said that the
girl while she was a female, when she became five years old she
changed and became a man. The creation itself is like that. Some of
us have been made disabled, have only one thing, but have been made
like that, while other people have already been made with two things.
Helen’s experiences with doctors were not very enlightening. S/he once
stayed in hospital for three months for what originally seemed to be an
infection of the ovaries:
When I became ill, ill with my ovaries and then my stomach swelled
up, and when I got there for examination they said it was possibly a
pregnancy, but I knew that all these years I had never slept with men,
how could I become pregnant? I told the doctors that I was not
pregnant, that I didn’t have a man and that it was impossible. They
asked: ‘How come that you don’t have a man?’ I don’t know how old
my daughter was by then. I told them to operate on me because I was
in so much pain. All the women who were with me in the hospital
were discharged and I was alone all by myself. I was now healthy –
why was I still in the hospital? Then they would say: ‘We are looking
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for something, we are looking for something,’ and I would say: ‘What
is it that you are looking for and which you don’t find?’ I stayed there
for three months; they were examining me, and examining me but
they discharged me without telling me anything.
I went back to the hospital when I had a continuous headache, and
when they got my file they were examining the old mysterious disease
[for which she had stayed an extra three months in hospital as
described above]. I asked a German doctor: ‘What is going on with
me; my head is sore but you don’t care about that and you are only
interested in the operation that has already been done – what is the
problem?’ They showed me films; they did not say what they were
looking for. They showed me films of men who are sleeping with
other men, and they could not understand that I did not have any
interest in those things, of men with men and women with women.
While I did not know what was going on in my life they showed those
things to me, when they were supposed to tell me what was precisely
going on in my life. When I asked about that they told me that my
hormones were not good and that is why my head is continuously
sore, and so on and so on, and that this would only be corrected when
I am operated on. And I said, ‘What precisely would be operated on?’
They asked me why I don’t have relationships with men, and I said
I did not come to the hospital to find men, I came because I have
pain, ‘If there is any reason why I should have relationships with men
then you should tell me.’ At that time I was with [my lover] and every
time they met her they would ask: ‘Is this your sister?’ And later I told
them she’s my woman. And then they said, ‘This is what we found in
you, something is not right with you; it’s impossible why a young
person like you doesn’t have relationships with men and why you
have only one child.’ I said it wasn’t my problem and that it also was
not their problem and that they should only help me with my
headache and the pain in my stomach.
They said they could operate on me because the headache was
continuing. I was supposed to leave Namibia in order to have the
operation and go and stay in a country in which the people don’t
know me. Me Helen, who is known by the people of Namibia, to be
operated on [in another country], and where would I go? I said leave
it and let me die if necessary.
The doctors said that male hormones are strongly in my body, and
when I asked why it was like that, they said that in some people male
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hormones are strong in a woman, and an examination shows whether
it can be changed or not. And I said: ‘Let this be, I am okay, I have
relationships with women and I don’t have a problem.’
E: They would operate on you and then you would become a man?
H: Yes, you must believe me, when my head pains like that and when
I have sex then I feel truly better.
Calvyn struggled with hir aggression and asked a doctor about that, as
s/he was not quite sure whether there might be also physical causes. Again
the doctor spoke in riddles:
I would go to the doctor and then they would say, ‘Why do you
become so angry?’ When I saw myself in two ways [as both man and
woman], I was thinking, is this a good thing? What is going on? I
have breasts; the genitals are like that [female]. I also looked at how
my children were. Then I saw a bit of a difference [between them and
me]. I went to the hospital in 1995/1996. There was a doctor for gay
people, a woman doctor from South Africa. The doctor showed me
books and told me that such things do exist but that my country has
been oppressed by the white people from the beginning and so many
things that are known in other countries are not yet known here. The
first thing that showed me that I am like that is when I got my second
child. A white woman doctor caught her. It’s people who are learned.
On the day that we had to be discharged she came to me and said,
‘Madam, I want to share something with you.’ Then she asked, ‘How
is it with you? Do you have one man or boyfriend? How do you get
children?’ She said she saw my genitals and that is the reason why she
is asking these questions. ‘Do you need any help? Do you know about
it?’ I said I suspect something but not fully. She told me a few things
that she could see on my genitals. She saw how my genitals were built.
Then she thought this person must be of this kind. There is a little
difference.
E: That it looks like there was a penis?
C: Yes, like that. She also saw that on the breasts. When I was visiting
the clinic she always looked at me, and you can see that through
the back [of your head]. If you are a lesbian, then they have to
look very well at you, if somebody who is learned looks at you ...
I feel that the things that are happening are not happening just by
themselves. So God who has made this creation must provide help
so I don’t beat out somebody’s child’s eyes.
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Hans would have liked to emerge out of this gender liminality and put
an end to all the ambiguity that hir body shows:
I would have liked to change the way I am created. These breasts,
anything that shows on me the female look, I would have changed
that. When I was young, long ago, I read in the Huisgenoot
[magazine] about Erica, who became Eric. I was so interested; while
I was still at primary school, in the seventies, I desired that so much.
If there was money then I would have undergone a gender change or
genital change.
According to Hans there are three types of people who are lesbians:
When I was growing up we were children of older people, and they
saw that [being gay] through religion was a very big sin. But I do not
see that as a sin; truly, it’s a feeling that God has created in you, it’s
not that suddenly you get up and do something like you want it. You
get people who are born with it; you get people who are mimicking
other people [following the example of others]. You get people who
are doing this because they had love disappointments. I don’t know
any love disappointments from the side of men as I am sitting now.
The belief that homosexuality is in the blood is reinforced by the fact
that in many cases there are more than one sibling in a family who are
homosexual. Three out of the four people I have interviewed had brothers
or close relatives who are themselves homosexual.
All three male-identified respondents agree that ‘this thing’ is something
they were born with, and they associate it with hormones, with maybe a
hint of a penis. It is not surprising then that with so much masculinity
involved there is also talk of pregnancy. All pregnancies produced by them
have ended in miscarriages. Although Calvyn was not quite sure, s/he
accepted the full consequences of hir girlfriend’s miscarriage and paid the
hospital bill:
While [my girlfriend and I] were together she said that something is
moving inside her, and I said, ‘What could it be? What could be
moving?’ She said that she has not been menstruating for two weeks.
She said, ‘You also know how you jumped and how much seed you
are shooting.’ I said, ‘Don’t talk about that.’ When I said that she
became disappointed and angry and left. That is because she was only
with me and something like that happened to her and I didn’t know
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about that. She said that she went to the doctor and was told that she
was six weeks pregnant and a few days later she came to me and
apologised for leaving that other day. And [she] said that she told me
that something is moving inside her and that I had said ‘Don’t talk
about that thing,’ while she only stays with me and only does that
with [me].
I asked her whether she is saying that she is pregnant with my
children and she said, ‘Naturally.’ I said, ‘What are you saying?’ I
said, ‘Don’t say things that God will punish us about.’ I calmed down
and became afraid. I said that if there is a child and because I have
never seen you with a man, I cannot say that it is not mine.
Sometimes you feel how you shoot and it can happen, if you receive,
it can happen. So I said that we have to wait and see. She cried a lot,
saying she did not have sex with other people, only with me. I was
then still young.
She left for her family house one weekend. She was angry because
I was not supporting her with this thing and did not have interest in
it. I don’t know whether she went and drank something [that aborted
the baby] or whether it was because of anger that she has lost that
baby. [Her brother told me] that she is ill and in the hospital, but the
people at home would tell me more. I got a fright and went there. The
woman told me that she had lost the baby and that it was about three
weeks. I felt so guilty I got leave and went to the place where she was
visiting. I did not know what to say, and she was on a drip ... she lost
lots of blood. When she saw me she cried, and I also cried but I don’t
know … even when she was speaking about that; I did not heed that.
I only thought that they went out and slept with other people and
then say it’s yours. But truly, she only stayed with me, so I talked with
her and paid the hospital fee.
E: Did somebody give birth to your child?
C: (Laughing) I made mistakes and maybe the children that could
have been there did not come, because it looked impossible to me.
One said to me when we have sex see what happens in each style,
that in a certain position it’s possible that one can become
pregnant, but you just get mad, [you are] so much in your own
pleasure that you don’t know what is happening.
Hans too is positive that certain styles of lovemaking, like koekstamp,
can end in a pregnancy:
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You lie next to each other like scissors, your leg into the other woman
and her leg into yours; it’s like in a scissors position. Then things also
go very well. It’s a very dangerous moment because all the things
(laughing) are together nicely. If a woman who did not have a man or
had men many years ago has been with me, and during that time she
made a mistake and was with a man, she would become pregnant.
Things like that also happen, you know; one, two, three, four boys
have been born that look like me. And I only get boy children [from
other women] (laughter).
E: If women are with you and they get involved with men then they
become pregnant?
H: Yes, one told me, and it was only the two of us together [no man in
the picture]. Women do have respect for me and when there are
diseases around and somebody wants to cheat on me, then she
should stay away from me. That the woman knows perfectly, and
so when a woman is together with me, she will not go and have
dealings with other people [relationships with men], let me say with
men. I have been together with a woman for about two months,
then she said she [got pregnant], seriously, she got pregnant; she
told me that for two months she had not washed [her menstrual
blood] and that she only knew me. So I said we have to see. I could
see in her body the changes that were taking place. The marks that
are there when a woman gets pregnant. The marks on the face
when her nose becomes a bit bigger. The way she changes. Her
torso becomes broader. She carried the baby for four months. One
day I was talking to a girl that I know from the school. I was
watering the garden when my girlfriend came and saw me with her
and became jealous and went and drank and lost her baby.
Hans too carried the financial consequences for the fruit of hir
masculinity like a man:
[My girlfriend then] twice had miscarriages when we were together.
When I said that we have to separate, then she said that I must pay her
back for the blood that she lost. She did not look like this. It’s because
of that thing [miscarriage] that she has lost weight. Because she lost a
lot of blood twice. First while she was at work and secondly in a [town
by the coast] because of the cold. She does not get involved with other
people [men]. She only stays with me. And so that [situation] also
happened. It happens in the life. If you are given and the two of you,
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your blood comes together and God gives it to you, if that moment
comes and I throw away my seed, then if it reaches there and because
hormones, male hormones are also there, then something like that
must happen [pregnancy]. She miscarried at four months.
Sexual experiences
The first sexual experiences of female- and male-identified lesbians differ
substantially. All three lesbian men already had girlfriends at an early age.
Marianne got her first woman lover when she was already involved with
a boyfriend. She met her first woman lover at a wake and to her own
‘great amazement’ fell for her. However, it was an unhappy affair, for her
lover was very promiscuous, which hurt Marianne so much that she went
back to a man and got pregnant. This, as she said, ‘planted inferiority’ in
her as she was unable to keep her woman to herself. Her relationship with
Mihes cured her of that:
She was playing keyboard at this wake. She was sitting directly in my
line of sight and I thought, what a beautiful woman is this.
Unexpectedly that feeling came inside me. I fell in love with her, I
cannot use the expression ‘I like her’ because I got a real feeling of love.
E: Did she realise that you had fallen in love with her?
M: Yes, she knew those things already. So we got to know each other
this way, and I got her address, but nothing happened. I did not
quite know that there are things like that, and so 1994 ended that
way. It was her last year of school [matriculation] and the next
year she came to our town. And that night something happened
[sex took place]. I was in the clouds. I was so surprised that such
a thing is possible. However, unfortunately, after having sex with
each other and while wanting to be with her all the time I was also
involved with a man and did not know I could separate from him
quickly! But she was so dear to me and even while I was together
with the man, we stayed together. I was overwhelmed. I asked her
whether she could also do that. To tell you the truth, it was the
first time, so that I had to ask that question and I was hoping for
this guy to get away from me so I could stay with her, because
what does it help to stay with him and waste my time with him,
such thoughts I had. So I separated from him and stayed with her.
In 1995 while we were together for maybe three or four months she
got to know another woman; she would be with her and with me.
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Every time when she came back to me I could not say no. At the time
that I got pregnant with this child, beginning of 1999, then we were
together freshly with each other. She invited me to the place where she
stayed, and I did not know that place at all, so when I came there,
there was another woman who was sitting on her thighs and at night
she was gone until three or four late at night and after I went back to
my place I got to know the father of this child and started a
relationship with him. I was always hurt repeatedly in the
relationship with Geikhoes, but when she came to me I could not say
no and that is the reason why I got in the relationship with that man.
This planted inferiority in me, that I was not good enough.
I knew my current lover Mihes for a long time before we became
lovers, because we were in the same choir, and I looked at her with
that eye, because by then I knew of this kind of relationship and in
Mihes I saw that kind of thing, and looked for that in Mihes. But
Mihes, because we were in the choir together, only saw sisterly love in
me. However, repeatedly when we met at conferences and other
places I would tell her: ‘Mihes, I would like to sleep together with
you,’ but like I said, she only saw sisterly love in me [so it took a long
time before they slept together].
E: When you met with Mihes sexually what went right?
M: When I met with Mihes I learned that I can also reach that
orgasm. That is the first thing I have experienced with Mihes, the
fact that I can reach that.
E: Did you not previously feel that kind of thing with somebody else?
M: No, all the times before I thought I felt it, but it is only after I met
with Mihes that I experienced that. One thing that I have
experienced with Mihes is that even while I did not tell her my
whole life history, then Mihes [did] the most wonderful thing I have
learned that only from Mihes; we did how does one call that, sex?
E: Oral sex or what?
M: Yes, we did oral sex, and so I learned oral sex from Mihes. I could
not believe it but I realised that Mihes loves me in and out every
way that I am. I told her repeatedly in that time that people
looked at me with that belief that I was not a human being: ‘You
have taken a person that is not human and made me into a human
being.’ And so she planted in me that human seed so that today I
regard myself as a human being.
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Hans in contrast realised very early on that s/he had strong feelings for
other girls. At primary school in standard two s/he wrote love letters to
girls. In high school s/he gets hir first lovers. At boarding school s/he also
had hir child who would wash hir clothes for hir, but that was not a sexual
relationship. S/he was seduced by an older woman while at school, who
taught hir ‘as a young chap’ all s/he needed to know:
When Helen was in standard five hir niece came to visit and they became
involved; that is, Helen ‘did that naughtiness’ to her. Later s/he became quite
restless and as such gave quite a new meaning to the concept choirboy:
But the lucky thing about me is that if I see a girl and I just look at
her then that girl becomes my woman; it’s not necessary to say ‘I want
you’ and plead. If I say ‘I want to stay with you,’ then that’s all and
we stay. We had a choir, and because I went home with many girls
they thought at home that they were my friends, but they did not trust
everything and asked why I brought other parents’ children to our
house, and I said that we were practising for the school choir,
although I didn’t know what the school choir was practising! But on
Sundays we were singing in the church, so they believed that we were
practising. And so it stayed. Do you know when I was young; I was
restless [meaning I had many girlfriends]. The young mothers’ choir
asked me to teach them [songs]. I slept with another woman (laughter
from Elizabeth.) I stayed well with the women.
E: Did the women of the choir know about you?
H: Yes, they knew; they said ‘our boy’. Some men knew – some men
called me ‘our women’s man’. When I had to go and ask
permission from them for their wives or girlfriends to go to the
conference then some refused, because how can women go to a
conference in which I am the only one [only man]? Then I was
only a lad of 14 or 15 years, but the men were afraid that I would
be with their women. They refused, and said ‘Is this a girl or a
boy? Why is she the only one?’ The women would then look at me
and say ‘It’s our man with whom we are staying.’ They said it in
a humorous way, but the men took it seriously and refused
permission for them to go to the conference.
In one town we were busy buying padkos [food for the journey]. We
met with some men and they said: ‘Fuck this boy goes with women,’
and I said: ‘These women are with me, what are you thinking?’ So one
took out a knife and each one of them wanted a woman and the
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women screamed. One of the men said: ‘Leave the boy alone and let
him do what he wants,’ and so his friends calmed him. When we got
into the bus they said ‘Helen was almost killed, our man was almost
killed,’ I had good communication with those women.
Calvyn was in hir early teens when s/he realised that s/he didn’t want to
be proposed to by boys, but wanted to touch girls hirself. Yet s/he
remained shy for some time. Eventually s/he became involved with two
young women, the elder one of whom taught hir what to do:
A [church] sister [taught us] about the Bible, but it also happened that
it was about a girl and a boy, when a boy proposes [lovemaking]. But
this thing did not go inside me. I felt like touching the girls.
When I was enrolled to be confirmed, I fell in love with another
girl. I was thinking what shall I do? I was 14 years. I went to my
social mother and I asked for money to buy sweets to give to Christy.
‘I thought about you so I bought you plat toffee, creamy toffee,’ I
said. She said that she really loved those sweets. At that moment I felt
very good. But I still did not know what was going on. When I saw
her the next day at school, I felt like crying. I got this sad feeling and
I was wondering what it was, this girl is not even my family or my
sister. She stayed in the hostel and stayed in the boarding school. I
thought that I have to ask my mother to ask the sister who supervised
children in the hostel if those girls could spend the weekend with us
at home. I talked to my social mother. She talked to my social father
and said my child has now made another child into her child and now
that girl is coming we have to slaughter two chickens. I felt so good
because we had to sleep together, but I did not even know the [kind
of] sleeping together that I was requesting. I did not know what the
meaning was. After school I carried her bag and then we got to the
hostel. She had already packed her clothes. We cooked food and
played around and when we slept together, she also did not know.
The next night in bed she said, ‘I love you very much badly,’ but what
is it, what could we do, we did not know, and we slept.
On Sunday we went to church, but she was not to be far away from
me and I was not to be far away from her. When she was far away
from me, then I got that jealous feeling. We stayed like that that year,
giving each other sweets, and my social mother, when she made
dresses for me, she would also make some for Christy. [Then a sister
from the Bible school got interested in me.] I got the feeling of being
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with somebody and making love and was wondering what was
happening to me. She was 25 or 26 and I was 16. She said: ‘I love you
as I am looking at you now, and since I have come here, even if I try
to get away from it, it still comes back, but you are so young and still
at school so I don’t want to take your mind away from some things.’
She asked me, ‘Do you have relationships?’ She asked openly. I said,
‘No, I don’t have a relationship.’ She said that she was feeling badly,
and I asked, ‘Are you in pain or what?’ She said, ‘Don’t ask any
questions. Come and sit on me.’ And then I got up very quickly. I did
not know but the feeling came by itself and said go there and do that.
She told me about caressing and kissing and she told me that she felt
that she was my girlfriend and that I was her man, but because of
youthful shame I did not say something, even though I wanted to. But
I felt good. I got relief.
When I got home I thought, to do this in the Bible schoolyard I
have done a big sin.
Back to that day; we kissed each other, touched each other’s breasts.
We were in the bush. She showed me how women make love and she
said, ‘If you one day have such feelings for a woman, don’t think it’s
strange, because it’s the way you are feeling. There is no other way
you have to do this to feel good.’ A whole new development took
place in my body; my soccer playing became stronger and I would
play soccer with my big body. I was running around (laughter). I was
running around number one. The girl that I started with saw this
thing and one day at the school, at primary school, she said, ‘Calvyn,
I see you. I see that you stay with the Bible school sister. I saw you
walking with her one day.’
She said that I threw her love away and that I am busy with the
sister. It was becoming hot, how to manoeuvre my things, because the
man [Calvyn] was only one, (laughter) and could not divide herself.
The man just feels like many needles are pricking him. When she
came later we washed ourselves and went to bed and I was afraid.
All my respondents also had had relationships with men, and they all
had children. Marianne’s experiences with men are very mixed. She was
raped at a very young age:
In 1981 when I was in grade 3 my aunt sent me to the shop where
her husband worked. I was maybe how old I cannot even remember,
maybe eight; I walked on the path and crossed the highway and then
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I met three men. I greeted them and the following moment they
chased me, each one with a knife open in their hands. I had to decide
to rescue my soul or my life that day; instead of them stabbing me, or
beating me or killing me, I let them rape me. On that day I was raped
by those three men. And that was, I don’t know; (silence) maybe all
those things might also have caused that when I got my mind [when
I grew up] I developed afsin (dislike) of men. When they finished the
men left, and I went where I had been sent to go. My aunt’s husband
knew what I had come to fetch, but I was crying. I cried for an hour
and I told them later what had happened. After they raped me there
were some men sitting far away from the rape scene who heard my
screaming and when I walked passed they asked what had happened,
if I had told them then what had happened the rapists could have
been caught by then, but I could not speak, I was only crying.
But when I told this later to the people at home, I was taken to the
hospital; I was examined. On the same day in the same place one of
the men was arrested. Maybe he thought I would go back home the
same way and was waiting for me. He told the police the names of
the others and they were also arrested the next morning.
(She cries, Elizabeth holding her and comforting her: ‘You have to
always remember, you have survived, you were only eight years old,
they could have killed you there.’)
M: (Still crying) I thought of myself then that I am not a human ‘khoe’
being in the community. I can only thank Mihes. I did not regard
myself as a human being. Mihes, she accepted me with all my dirty
being the way that I am. It was only the beginning of this year or
end of last year that I told Mihes who broke my virginity, that I
have been raped. In spite of all these things Mihes loves me and
stayed with me until now, and because of that I found strength in
myself, that I can consider myself as a human being in the
community. One thing that I have to still say is that when
somebody is raped, it’s true that a person is not looking to be raped,
it’s something that happens unexpectedly, it’s something that comes
to you by itself, and like you have said, you have to be thankful that
you have survived such an ordeal (silence, more crying).
After that horrible experience, Marianne became a bit wild and joined a
group of teenage girls who went about with men. She tells this story before
she told me the story about the rape. At that moment she was in full denial
about her rape experience:
176

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 177

Chapter Five
To tell the truth the first man I got to know was when I was 14 or 15
years old, this relationship started. In those days children grew up a bit
stupid or innocent, that is the reason why until that age I did not know
any men. My parents divorced after my mother’s fourth daughter; I
grew up with my father. Since I was raised by a man I did not know
much about things and about what women are supposed to do. I
started to have girlfriends, that’s when I was in standard 4, and my
girlfriends knew much more about life than me. And in this way when
I was 14 or 15 years old my virginity was broken, not because I wanted
that to happen, but my virginity was broken by a white man. In those
days women were jumping [prostitution], and through this jumping my
virginity was broken by a white man. After that I was beaten severely
by my father and by my aunt. I withdrew from those girls and stayed
alone. In 1983 I met the first man that I really did have feelings for. He
was unfortunately on the verge of being married, but he did not
honestly tell me about that, and so I stayed with him. While we were
still together he married. After the marriage he still came back to me
and we stayed together because I did not know about the marriage.
In 1989, November, September, I met the father of my first child, a
girl, and fell [from God]. Until today I have been far from God. I got
pregnant and in 1990 I got my first child, a girl. Truthfully, after that
I was living a very deurmekaar [chaotic] life, not a good life, I lived
a losbandige life [sleeping around].
She was together with the father of her first child for some nine months.
She then had another child with a man whom she only spent a week with.
She then met Mihes when her baby boy was one month old.
Helen has slept with many women in hir life, as s/he acknowledges, and
with three men. At some stage in hir early youth s/he felt that it was
impossible to love women and so attempted to date two boys, but s/he
soon left them, for that was impossible too. S/he remained friends with
men though, and much to hir surprise s/he got a child from one of them:
And so my daughter’s father, I don’t know what happened that I slept
with him and became pregnant. I still don’t fathom the reason. He
also says the same: ‘I don’t know how we slept together that you got
this girl and that girl is not mine.’ And it was finished then. ‘How can
one man sleep with another man?’ he said, and then I also left it like
that. I don’t know what happened that we slept together, but we did,
and there was a child.
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E: Were you drinking at that time?
H: I never drink. If he comes here with a friend then he will say: ‘I
supposedly have a child with this person? If you look at this
person doesn’t she look like a man?’ He now refers to it in a joking
way. He never paid maintenance for the girl because he said it was
not his child. Both of us slept with each other and that was it and
it ended that way. I was 19 when the girl was born.
Hans got hir first child in a similarly casual way, this time because s/he
was drinking heavily at the time. But s/he also had a wish to have children.
Hir second child was more carefully planned with the same man. All along
s/he also had relationships with women:
I was 25 years old when I got my first girl child. I was still going to
school. We knew each other and he started that talk and I said that I
am not interested if a man wants to propose [lovemaking] to me. If
they forced that [on me], then it would cause a fight. But when the
children’s father said that, I said he should wait for me until I finish
with school one day, but that I don’t believe that we will be lovers one
day. I stayed with him like a friend. When I finished school and came
back, I don’t know what happened. But something that happened in
me is that which I thought: [you can take] your sisters’ children, your
siblings’ children, family members’ children, or you can adopt a child
and raise a child, but it’s not your own blood, it’s not your own flesh,
and they might treat you badly. If your mother said, ‘I love you my
child,’ and if your child says, ‘I love you mamma,’ then you know
that is pure love. If a man comes to you and says, ‘I love you,’ it’s not
like that. Your own child is your own possession, and your own
mother can say, ‘My child, I love you.’ They mean that out of the
depth of their hearts. It’s clean, it’s not mixed or watered down, and
it’s something unique. So I thought in life you should also have your
own thing, your own child, your inheritor. Your siblings’ children,
you can raise them and do things for them, but they can go away
from you when you are ill or when something happens to you, but
your child will be with you until the end.
So this guy was proposing to me all the time and we were also
drinking together. Maybe when drinking this happened like that, I
don’t know what happened. We were only together for that day, only
that day, all these years I had not been together with a man. It was the
first time, just that day, I got nauseous. Men, I did not want that. But
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because I was drunk, if I had not been drinking there wouldn’t have
been any children. If it happened that a man had to ejaculate, then I
would become nauseous. Actually I also don’t know what men look
like. I asked that man. I told him that I had not seen men properly
before. ‘Can you stand like that so I can see?’ (Laughter from both of
us.) So he showed me. It’s like that and like that, so I did not know
that, even though I was an adult. So at 25 years I got my first child.
When I realised that I was pregnant, then I was actually very
ashamed. But [my girlfriend] was very understanding. And she thinks
so much about that girl [Hans’s child.] While I was at her place the
water broke. I was still wearing my men’s underwear. I was still using
my belt and wearing my jeans when I gave birth to my child. When I
was admitted to the hospital the nurses said, ‘Are men also giving
birth now?’ (Laughter from both of us.) And when I finished I took
my child and I went home. The father was looking for us all the time,
but I did not want him to trace us. I told him it’s my child, that I
made her myself (laughter in voice). It’s my child, and he was
saddened by that, but I did not want him to have any responsibility
for the child, this child was mine. I did not say you have to pay
maintenance. I felt that I had the responsibility now. When I realised
that I was pregnant, I started to save money. By then I had stopped
drinking. When I was about 29 or 30 years old then I thought that if
children are raised alone then they are a problem. This girl must get
a sibling. If they are two, then it’s enough. I wanted a boy.
E: And you made the baby boy with a man?
H: With the same man. (Laughter from both of us.) Don’t you see
that the children look alike? I planned the second time, and I
thought that I must get a baby boy. When the boy was two years
old, he [the father] died in 1994, he got ill. He was drinking very
much. I told him to stop but he did not hear and he died from a
disease. And so we buried him. From those years without a cent I
have raised my children with these women. When he died, there
was space to raise the children openly and to live my life. While I
was with him I was also with the other woman; we all stayed
together. He considered the other woman to be my best friend.
Calvyn has five children, some of whom s/he had with an old man who
s/he stayed with for a long time. Two others, twins, s/he got from a younger
man. The old man never knew s/he had relationships with women:
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I was 18 years old. He was old, 60 or 62; I don’t know from which
hole he came. I lost control and the first child was born. He was
married and we only saw each other occasionally. After standard 6, I
left school. I gave the baby to my social mother to raise.
With that man I had five children. He is 82 years old now. So I had
the first child, the second child, twins – two boys, and the last one.
We stayed together for 14 years, but while we were together I still
walked my paths [continued relationships with women]. (Laughter.)
All my respondents have had sexual relations with both men and
women. For them the relationships with women were more satisfactory.
Marianne explains that in the following way:
Now if I compare love for men and woman-woman love, I see that in
a woman-woman relationship a woman might think, if I do this it
will hurt her because if that is done to me it will hurt me. Maybe such
thinking is inside such a woman and thus she goes out of her way to
make the other woman, the partner, happy. That is what I have
realised in a woman relationship. Men don’t care whatever they do,
because it is a woman they want to abuse all the time. And so when
I look back I don’t see any happy relationship that I had with a man.
I am happy in this lesbian relationship.
Hans reflects on why women who have been with men like to be with
lesbian men like hirself:
Guys always hurt women and only eat the pockets of the women
[abuse the girlfriend’s money] and not let them feel that they are the
women or wives.
S/he has the following to say about the marriage of hir social worker-lover:
When she was not married, we shared everything – we buried her
family, she buried my family – at wakes we would be together. When
they married, I withdrew so she can have space, but it did not happen
that way. The man only knows his beer glass, do you understand?
And other than that, he does not know how to support her in things.
At wakes, she goes all by herself.
Of the lesbian men I interviewed Calvyn had the longest relationship
with a man. S/he compares sex with him in the following way:
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[I did get an orgasm with him but] it’s completely different. It’s a
broad belt.
E: How is it different?
C: When I am with a woman, I feel very much. Then I am intense,
completely in that thing. With men, I feel like they can do it and
finish it. The old man suspected something. Even the man with
whom I had the last twin, he also suspected something. He is a
young man and I told him and he understood … The old man
would always say that our sex is weak, that I am not enjoying it,
and sometimes [he would say], ‘I feel like I am hurting you and
you don’t say anything.’ But if it comes to a woman than I am
number one, full of fire.
The lesbian men and their partners use a broad range of sexual
techniques:
Calvyn learnt the tricks of the trade from the Bible school sister, as we
have seen above. But s/he soon discovered exciting new things hirself. S/he
met a woman at a braai and they went to bed:
Many ways of doing sex came to me … So I asked her whether I
could bring my tongue there and she said it was okay. So I started that
way with her (laughter). This was something new for me, not even the
sister taught me that.
When s/he got together with the Ovambo woman, s/he had already
mastered many ways:
‘When I met you I did not sleep,’ she said. I got a bit afraid because
she was so big. She told me that she has already seen me in the
church. I asked the woman what she feels about me. She said it’s a
pity that both of us have breasts and that you don’t have a beard. She
wanted to look at my breasts. You have to look at lesbian breasts to
identify them. I did not breastfeed my children, not one of them. They
would drink formula milk and would then go to the farm and drink
goat’s milk there. My milk dried out too quickly, so my breasts are
still firm. She told me that she wanted to stay with me. She said that
since she had first seen me she wanted to meet with me. That she
loved me and felt that I was in bed with her. Sometimes it happens
that at the right time, the right thing happens. I think as a lesbian
woman you have to be open from the start so that the person does
not feel that something is strange later. I told her that I have children
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but my life may be the way God made it. I love women and women
also love me. I asked her what she wanted from me and she said to
be hugged and kissed so I can feel good and also in bed. I was so
afraid because she was so big. Sometimes you cannot even breathe.
Some people’s desire is so big, and you cannot control it, particularly
if you don’t know the person. She went out and chased away the boys
that were playing outside and came in. She asked me to undress
completely. I thought what you are looking for, you will get. When
you get to the women’s genitals you have to be careful. Some women
are quick, others are slow, and when you don’t know the person you
could hurt someone. If you did not satisfy someone, you must know
techniques even if you have already reached orgasm; how to work so
that the person can also reach orgasm. Some people leave the person
unsatisfied and quarrels follow.
Over time s/he developed hir preferences:
My interest is the simple style from behind. Or to do the woman with
the tongue, my interest is very much in that, with the hand,
koekstamp, so you will regain consciousness wherever (laughter).
E: Like scissors.
C: Or like a V or other styles (laughter). She likes it standing with the
hand, this is what she likes. What else was there? I forgot, there
was something else. Oh, the breast, to touch her breast with the
hand and with your mouth, to touch her genitals with your mouth
and touch her breast with the hands. She likes that but now I am
getting cramps and so it’s difficult (laughter).
Koekstamp is a very popular method. This is a sexual practice where
two vaginas press against each other:
You also lie next to each other like scissors, your leg into the other
woman and her leg into yours; it’s like in a scissors position. Then
things also go very well. It’s a very dangerous moment because all the
things (laughing) are together nicely (Hans).
Fingering is also known, but not as popular as koekstamp:
When we met in the beginning I only knew that (fingering) and only
did that, but when I realised that through koekstamp I can reach my
orgasm then I only want to do that (Marianne).
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Dildos and vibrators are known sex toys, but many lesbian men said
that they do not use them. As Calvyn says: ‘What will that rubber do to
somebody and what feelings does that give? I will not do that. Let them
separate from me but I will not.’ They believe that dildos and vibrators
either make their lovers promiscuous or ill, as Marianne explains:
Yes, those things can also be bought. I want to gossip: in Mihes’
previous relationship they used something like that. I am truly happy
with what I get from her, so I don’t want anything more than that. So
in the previous relationship the woman was not pleased; that is the
reason why that thing [the dildo] was there. In that time Mihes was
all over the place. In the past Mihes moved around a lot and the
girlfriend was jealous and would say that Mihes was somewhere else
with the dildo, and she burned the dildo. So I see that thing only in
books and did not see it with my flesh. So those types of things are
there and lesbian women might also be with those things.
Hans believed that vibrators could make people ill:
I did not use vibrators. Well, I heard about them but I had not seen
them. It was only in books that I saw them. I don’t use them,
absolutely. I cannot make a woman who I say I love ill, because those
things can easily cause cancer, because these things are made from
rubber and this person is a living human being. I use my fingers, and
must make the woman feel good by kissing her, sucking her nipples.
I am dangerous there. Certain places, it differs from person to person.
Everyone has that place that makes you feel good. So I find that out.
You are an examiner (laughter from both of us).
After the interview with Marianne she showed me a sex book with
explicit pictures that they sometimes look at together. She also said that
Mihes forced her to watch blue movies of women making love to each
other. She explained that it heightened their lovemaking.
Although all the lesbian men I have interviewed have children, and so
must have been penetrated by the fathers of those children, they don’t allow
their women lovers to do so. Most lesbian men that I know refused to be
touched on their genitals. To touch is seen as not respecting the man. It also
has to do with the fact that men are the ones who penetrate, they are not
penetrated, so the lesbian men cannot be touched there either. Another
reason why they don’t want to be touched by their female lovers could be
that through touching, their cover for maleness would be blown away and
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it would be discovered that you have female genitals. This however doesn’t
prevent them from having their orgasms. As Hans explains:
I am not touched. I am her master. The women that I have been with
would not put their hands on my private parts. They might reach
my buttocks but would not touch my private parts. They have respect
for that.
When I touch her this thing is coming for a long time, and you have
more male hormones in you, and when you have that in your body,
when you see a woman in a short dress, it already affects you. When
you see her body, her stomach, her underwear or breasts, then you
already have feelings. So when you actually get to bed with her and
start kissing each other and she is also in the same way kissing you
and touching you, then some spots in you are getting hot, and when
those spots get hot, with me there is a certain way that when I am
with a girl and kissing her, then it happens that I don’t even have to
use my fingers, then it happens immediately that we have to undress
and sleep together. If the woman sleeps with me there are many ways
you can have sex together. Facing each other it’s a bit uncomfortable.
I don’t like fat women. (Laughter from both of us.) A woman must
be sexy and she must be skinny, so you can easily handle her in the
bed. Well, fat women also know what to do, but they become tired
easily and her stomach can prevent you.
[It is also very nice if] they also tell you that they don’t want to share
you with somebody else. She does not know if maybe I am already
with another woman. If a woman who loves me says that she feels
very good I also tell her the same. [This also brings me to orgasm] for
if she doesn’t tell me that she loves me and I am the one who always
has to say it, and when we get into bed then it is slow, and when there
is action later it mostly comes from my side because I want it, but
because she’s with me and she is a human being, she must also get to
orgasm. Sometimes it takes longer with me, sometimes it happens very
quickly, but that depends on the woman. If she makes me feel very
good and also kisses me and all the blocks are heated, then everything
is on time. But if it is only me struggling, my struggling already makes
her feel good. You sometimes get women who put their hands on top
of their head and just lie there (laughter from both of us) and it’s only
you who has to struggle. You also get women like that. But some
women, they make you feel immediately good and you can also shoot.
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E: Shoot? (Laughter from both of us.)
H: Yes, you can consciously feel something coming down, and as it
comes down in reality, if you are in the right position it goes
directly into the woman.
E: Do you think that inside you there is also a penis?
H: Maybe. The woman that I have been together with now for six
years said that if we are not together for about a week and we
come together she said that she feels something like that [a penis],
but I don’t know. I don’t know. Inside me there is something like
that. She says that she feels as if a penis is penetrating her.
E: It’s not exposed?
H: Maybe in that action, in that moment, it may come out. All the
women, from the woman that I started with on day one, all of
them when they are with me feel that they are with a man, the way
I treat them, the way I treat them in bed.
My respondents are aware of the presence of HIV in their midst, and
they are careful. Marianne counted it as a plus point that with all these
diseases around she was no longer going out with men. Hans practises
only oral sex if s/he can trust the women s/he is making love to:
If I trust the woman very well and it’s only the two of us together,
then I also use my tongue. When I am talking about trust then I am
looking after my health and her health because I am not using any
strange things there to make her feel good, but I am using my tongue
with which I eat and taste. I call that action trust. I trust her enough
that no strange thing or person would get there.
S/he gave up having sex with a woman who was in a relationship with
a man who would often get drunk: ‘When he becomes so drunk he might
bring something else to her.’ S/he is very conscious that if s/he is careless
s/he might infect her two stable innocent lovers. The woman s/he is now
together with demanded an HIV blood test before she consented to Hans
making love to her. As she is now married, the husband is tested monthly.
So far there have been no problems with STIs.
Most relationships of the Damara lesbian men I know were with other
Damaras. Still, inter-ethnic affairs also took place. Calvyn had a relationship
with an Ovambo woman. At first Calvyn was a bit afraid because she was
so big. At the time Calvyn was also together with the father of hir children.
They were very happy together, until the Ovambo woman got ill and died:
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[We got on so well together;] she was a woman in a thousand. I
bought her a washing machine on Mother’s Day. I told her mamma:
‘I will not promise you, but what I want to do I will do, so you can
wash these children’s clothes in a way.’ She was so happy.
Yes, man! That woman, when she died her children also told me.
From sugar disease and high blood pressure, those things, she died in
1999. When she became ill I also went to her.
I stayed the longest with her but we did not stay in the same house,
but in the same town. I visited and stayed with her, or overnighted
and spent the weekend there. Sometimes I brought my clothes there
and she washed them for me.
But that woman and me we had such good days, such good days,
but because I was young I hopped here and there, and in the bed
she would say that I am doing rounds and that is the reason why I
am laplap [weak]. I told her that maybe it has to be like that. She
knew that I had asthma; asthma always got the blame. (Laughter
from both of us.)
At primary school Hans had a relationship with a white girl, the
daughter of the white family for whom hir aunt worked:
When I was growing up and I was in standard 2, I used to go with
my aunt to her work, and there I was in a relationship with the
daughter of the white people. (Laughter from both of us.)
We were good together. At that time, the white people did not come
to the black location. They only came to a certain place where they
picked up black people. White people never entered the location. It’s
only now that white people are coming and even staying in the
location. After school, I walked to this place where she and her
mother picked me up. In her room there were two beds, and we ate
at the same table. She liked to be near me. She was like that. She loved
me a lot. When her parents bought clothes for her then we got
identical clothes, bicycles. She made me so weak in my knees, you
know, it was kalwerliefd [puppy love]. She was a white girl with long
hair. (Laughter from both of us.) And in our games with each other,
I always wanted to have her near me.
I moved to my aunt’s house because of the white girl (laughing) and
I went to school from there. When I went to high school, the white
girl’s parents paid for my school fees for the whole year. They were
English and wanted me to get exposed to English. One holiday they
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wanted to take me with, but my mother said that people who are
going overseas don’t come back.
[Our relationship lasted for] about four years, until I went to high
school. When she finished school, she travelled overseas. She also
taught here and we met again. It happened so wonderfully. My sister
was talking about the good white people that she was working for
and I asked where these people stayed, and it was this family. My exgirlfriend took my telephone calls. Sometimes she called me but now
she is very ill. I also went to visit her once. So I was also together with
a white girl, with silky hair. (Laughter from both of us.)
Damara men are known to be promiscuous. It is part of their manly
pride to have multiple relationships. The lesbian men I know have
perfected the art of seduction and all have their elaborate styles of
proposing. Says Hans:
It’s like this; if you see a woman, then you don’t go and speak to her
immediately. You first speak to the people who know the woman and
who also know you, in order to investigate her background. Before
you go to her, you want to find out what kind of person she is:
whether she would like you, whether she takes men or women, or
whether she is bi. If she is bi then automatically such a woman takes
both men and women and it’s only then that when you meet her one
day you say, ‘I will visit you’. When visiting is allowed, if she says it’s
good, there is no problem. Then you get her telephone number or
decide when you will visit or I might ask her to come to my house.
Usually it’s very private at my house. I have proposed to many
women here at my house. I bring them here not using force. I might
say I am having a braai [barbecue]. Then the talking can start. It’s
very difficult when you meet a woman who does not know this way
of living. Then you have to convince her, make her understand, to
convince her so much until she understands how you feel.
Many lesbian men I know follow this pattern of leading promiscuous
lives. This may lead to all sorts of complications. But some give that way
of living up after some time. Helen, who used to have a certain notoriety
as a choirboy, is no longer in this promiscuous stage of hir life. S/he is so
happy with hir Ousie Khoes, who waited 15 years for her, that s/he doesn’t
want to hurt hir:
I want to be with her, so I don’t see why I have to look at other women.
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Marianne was badly hurt by the promiscuous behaviour of her first
women lover. Yet she loved her very much and came back again and again
to the woman:
… who was hurting me the same way men hurt me. I only looked so
far as the love she was giving me at that time.
Hans confessed to having been ‘greedy’ from an early age onwards. Later,
with adulthood, s/he feels the ‘greediness of youth’ passed. So s/he felt it
would be better to stay with one lover at the time. However, as ‘you are a
man, you look with long eyes,’ and s/he started a relationship with the niece
of hir lover. Hir lover didn’t accept this, and it ended in such a furious fight
that Hans got bitten severely. After the wound got infected s/he landed in
hospital (where s/he started an affair with hir nurse). At present s/he is in a
relationship with two women at the same time, but feels that this might not
have happened if hir first (major) lover had not been killed:
She was hit by a car, but when I think about that, I think that she was
killed and then thrown at a car in the area where she was staying.
When I looked at the clothes she was wearing I saw prints of a hand
on her T-shirt. The death certificate said that she died of multiple
injuries. Both sides of her face had injuries; there was a hole in her
head, a broken leg and broken ribs, but she did not have any marks
from the car, like bruises. At the place where she was found I did not
see any glass or anything else. I went to the police [policeman] who
investigated that case. I waited in his office but never met him. I also
looked in the investigation book in which police make records of
accidents, etc. There was writing about her. There was no dossier
number on the record of her accident. I asked the doctor who
examined the body about her nails; she had the most beautiful nails,
she was like a model, she was my model. I wanted the doctor to look
for something, skin or something in her nails, so they could
investigate that way, but I was not able to meet with the doctor.
It was our 14th year together; she was 40 years old then. She was
on my insurance together with my children, and so I did everything,
the coffin, and took the body back to [our place]. I did not take
anything from her. I could not cheat a person whom I did not cheat
when she was alive. I could not do that when she was dead.
E: How did her death touch you?
H: That death, it nearly made me mad. I was half a person. I did not
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know sleep, food; I lived only on water. When my mother [and
family] saw me, they started to cry at home and I wondered why
they didn’t say that somebody I knew had died. Then they called
her name. Oh, that moment, it was not me! I could have easily
done something to myself. I wanted to see her immediately, and
that person who killed her. I did not know at that moment where
I was. I walked to the police mortuary and looked at her through
the glass. I told them to bring the body to the funeral service
people. I would go there and sit and look at her. I could not
believe it. I thought that she was just somewhere, that she was just
somewhere. I was there the whole time at the place where the
body was kept. I did not go away from there until the body was
taken away. We buried her and came home. That was the first time
that I had eaten since her death. Until now, really. She was my
everything; she was my mother, my wife, she was my everything.
She stood by me. I am still very touched by that. If I was still with
her, then I would not have these difficulties with these women;
they even gave me high blood pressure. (Laughter.) Jesus! I got
heart disease, because the woman that I was with was married
[which was the reasons s/he took hir second lover].
Of the lesbian men I interviewed Calvyn is the most promiscuous. S/he
developed certain tactics while s/he was at school to deal with the
inevitable problems:
… and so the women were three. The man had brought together
female goats in one kraal and there were difficulties. Your own body
does things without you knowing, the way I walked with my
shoulders raised.
I felt like [like I was the man], the things I did. I spoke badly to
some girls but to others nicely. I was cooked by then [ripe or used to
it]. I knew all methods but controlled myself. I did not want adults to
know. One day the teacher asked why I am beating up girls. I said,
‘Teacher, I did not beat anyone.’ He said that I have beaten the girl in
the river. I beat the girl because she did not want to kiss me (laughter).
I said I did not do that, but I really did beat her. I slapped her and
beat her because of a kiss. I was warned.
S/he decided that to keep a certain peace of mind it was best if hir
various lovers didn’t know too much about each other, and that it was
justified to lie every once in a while.
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Managing relationships
We have seen how lesbian men and women negotiate the gender roles they
are confronted with in Damara culture, and how they stay with each other
sexually. I would like to close this chapter by discussing the ways they
manage their relationships with each other, which relationships work well,
how they quarrel, make up or separate. I will also deal with the way they
look after the various children they are surrounded by. First Hans explains
why s/he was so very happy with the woman who was killed in an accident:
In her I saw love and respect. She knew how to treat me in bed. When
somebody came to visit while we were quarrelling, we would act like
we were not quarrelling until that person left, and would then
continue if necessary. We never quarrelled in front of people. People
were always saying we have never seen you two quarrelling. What
kind of sisters are like that? And then I would say we love each other
very much. Some would say that in our eyes they could see our love
for each other. Something in me and something in her corresponded
to each other. It is [because of her] that I stopped drinking.
Marianne is very much in love with Mihes, but their relationship has its
problems as well. Their relationship started slowly, as at first Mihes only
felt sisterly love for Marianne. Mihes also had a relationship with another
woman at the time, but Marianne dexterously manoeuvred herself in such
a way that their relationship started and Mihes broke up with the other
woman (with the stabbing accident as a consequence). The sex was
excellent, and Marianne was very happy: ‘I got all the good things from
Mihes.’ Marianne reflects on the relationship in the following way:
The thing that attracts me to Mihes, if you would have been as young
as me, [you would also] have been drawn to her. I don’t know. It’s not
her body or the way she speaks, but she is just lovely for me; that is
the reason why I felt like her at that time and that is the reason why
I have done so much so that we are together today ... In our
relationship the problem is that Mihes as from her birth has not had
a child of her own in her body and I have two children. I think that
is something that her family plants in Mihes. We are staying well with
my child now, but this problem will come up one of these days.
Mihes has been talking of adopting a child, as s/he doesn’t want to get
near a man hirself. Marianne is hesitant; she feels two children are enough.
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She also doesn’t want to get pregnant for the two of them, as she fears the
malicious gossip that will result:
If the man gives the semen I won’t like that either. Mihes will
understand that we have done it that way, but her family will not
understand. They will say: ‘Look, did you see her, what we have said
about her; now she has slept with a man and now she is pregnant, she
has slept with another man.’ That Mihes is stupid and is together with
a woman who is carrying somebody else’s baby. I do hurt so much
about these small things.
Other problems that Marianne mentions in the course of the interview
are the jealousy of Mihes, hir drinking, and the earlier partner whom
Mihes still visits. Marianne is now financially dependent on Mihes, as
Mihes doesn’t like her to go out searching for domestic labour, and that is
a strain on the relationship as well.
For Helen, singing, sex and the church go together:
I have never been together with somebody who cannot sing. If you
cannot sing then we will separate. Also, I cannot stay with someone
who will be at home when I go to church.
The relationship with Ousie Khoes also started through singing, in this
case at a funeral. When I asked hir what else s/he likes about Ousie Khoes,
apart from her voice, Helen replied:
No man, she is very beautiful. The beauty is like that. I only saw that
afterwards, but her voice, she has a good accent when she is
preaching, not the way she speaks when the two of us are together,
but when she is speaking to the congregation then she attracts all of
the 50 people sitting there, she has that kind of voice, that woman. So
she attracted me with that voice, with her singing she attracted me,
being beautiful and things only came later, but she attracted me with
her voice and because of her voice I wanted her to say something at
my brother’s funeral.
For Hans, who often had to juggle multiple relationships, it was very
important that the various women in hir life didn’t grab each other’s throats.
S/he was very pleased with the adult behaviour of two of hir women:
No, while my girlfriend [who later had that accident] was still alive I
met the woman that I am still together with today. I also introduced
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them to each other. I told the new woman that this is the woman that
I brought here, and I told my girlfriend that this is my children’s
social worker. My girlfriend, like the people of the north, respected
social workers, and so my girlfriend respected this woman very much
and so my new woman was welcomed by my girlfriend. She also
loved her very much. There was no problem. (Laughter.) They knew
about each other but did not show it. You know, grown women, even
if they know their husbands also have children with another woman
and also have girlfriends, even if they know, the women hide it, and
so my girlfriend hid that and handled things in a grown-up way. She
saw that the woman was also not a young girl and she saw that the
woman was a responsible person. She said one day to the new woman
in my life, ‘If I am not there one day, please guard these people for
me.’ She said that to the new woman. When the new woman was
away to give birth to a baby boy, my girlfriend died. After the funeral
I sent a message with her brother to the mother of this child (pointing
to the photo) to tell her that our ‘chommie’ died and that we had had
the funeral. She [the new woman] then said that she would take
responsibility for me and for my children. These children grew up
with that woman. My son was two years old when I got to know her,
now he is ten years old. This year he will be eleven.
In the meantime the new woman, the social worker, of the above
fragment married a man and Hans got another new woman. This is how
the new set up works:
At the moment I am with those two women. [The new woman] stays
in town, she has a sleep-in job and [the social worker] stays in the
location. I don’t live together here with a woman because I have to
give each woman attention. If I live together with one woman she will
not allow the other woman to come and be with me. If I do that, I
would be looking for war. [The social worker] also got to know that
I am with this woman now. What happened is that she called while I
was with [the new woman] and I was already redhearted [expression
that means very angry in Damara], and then I made her aware that I
am together with another woman, because she showed me that she is
married and she made me aware of that fact. And so I felt that I
wanted a relationship with a free woman and so she can do things for
me on time. [The social worker] usually comes to wash and iron and
cook for us and then she goes back. She does that, the social worker.
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While she leaves her house unattended. [The new woman] also wants
to do something when she is here. Each woman is doing something,
there are different kind of kitchens [each woman has her way of doing
things in the kitchen] (laughter). Each woman tries to do something
for me. I really appreciate them very much. I love both of them. I told
[the social worker] I am with another woman now because of what
you have done, and so I felt like that. That woman [the social worker]
did not eat or drink or sleep. She said that she wanted to drink some
poison, she was crying because I did not want to speak to her over
the telephone. The other one was feeling good about that (laughter).
She cried and also came to my work and talked to me. I did not care
any more. If I love a person and commit myself to that person and if
that kind of thing happens and my heart gets sore, then I cannot feel
fully like I did before.
Disappointment, misunderstanding, jealousy, rage; all this happened
between Calvyn and the Ovambo woman. There was a misunderstanding,
and they quarrelled when the Ovambo woman was already very ill. The
outcome was rather dramatic, but Calvyn had already prepared an exit
for hirself:
[They had quarrelled and Calvyn tried to reconcile.] I was dying to
touch her, just her hand, but what can you do if somebody refuses. So
I lay there with a soul that goes thump thump. Late at night we
reconciled. My woman, she was also ill. I said, ‘Leave that story for
now. I don’t want to lose you ... today death stands; you see how you
are, mama.’ While you are keeping it that way, apologies will come
(laughter). The apologies must come from the depth, not be
superficial. Sometimes you forgive a person, you say ‘forgive and
forget’ but you forgive but you don’t forget, and every time you see
the person that feeling comes again. I don’t want that; if the apology
is from the truth, from the blue of the sky, and if you want it, then it
should be pure, but if it is superficial then you don’t feel it. So we
kissed and so on and we slept. But as I have said, she did not forget,
so we slept and in the morning she said, ‘Ja, when will you come and
fetch your pyjamas?’ I said, ‘What?’ She said, ‘Take your pyjamas
also with you,’ and I said, ‘Where shall I take them?’ And she said,
‘To your house. So I became angry, and then I thought she might have
somebody else, if there is nothing and she went on like that, what can
one say? I said, ‘What is going on? Why should I take my clothes with
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me?’ She said she washed and ironed them and that I can take them.
I pushed open the wardrobe and took my things and said, ‘I see that
you have been with the nurses.’ Now jealousy was starting. I was also
getting hot. So I took my things and left. She said that I must put my
things in a plastic bag and I said, ‘Am I a dog’s child? Did I put my
things in a plastic when I first came here so that I have to take them
back in a plastic? If that is the case I will burn all these things.’ So I
tore the things and threw them in a rubbish bin and went home. So I
went home and cried. I felt like she was hurting me for something that
is not there, and then I ran to the other one [the other woman with
whom Calvyn had a relationship].
How do I manage two women? What can I say? You can stay with
one at a time, but while the two of you are together and then she
starts to act badly towards you then it feels like you are built in by
walls around you and you look for relief, but you don’t get it. But if
you have two then you can go there … when the one leaves you, then
you have something else to defend yourself with. [So I went to the]
ouma, a pastor.
Parenting
Lesbian men are both mothers, of their own biological children, and
fathers, of those same children and particularly of those of their lovers. As
we have seen above, motherhood came to them often by surprise. In one
case it was associated with shame – how can a man be pregnant? In
another case the lesbian man wanted children of hir own. None of them
accepted the fatherhood of males; they all took the financial responsibility
of their children upon themselves.
Children are important in Damara society. To Marianne, with all her
love for Mihes, they are her first priority. She sees them, rather than her
lover, as her future. She went through both pregnancies alone. Although
Mihes has been more of a father to hir children than the two biological
fathers, hir fatherhood is contested, which is hard for hir:
Mihes is raising this child with me. What happened is we met when
the baby was one month old. The woman that I was in my first
lesbian relationship with, when I got pregnant with this child she
withdrew completely from me, and so Mihes got involved and took
all the responsibility. But regardless of this, my first lover would say
this is her son. I also did not know that Mihes had also put her whole
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heart in this child, and when the other woman talked things like that
[he is my son] I also agreed with her. So Mihes found it difficult to tell
me that she loves the child and that I should not ask anything from
the other woman. But one day crying in drunkenness she confessed,
and I realised.
She said that she thought all this time that the child is hers, but that
the child is the other woman’s child, and she cried (laughing) and it is
there that I realised that she really loves this child. She [the other
woman] also sent me money for the baptism of the child. So I raised
him with Mihes.
Helen has one child of hir own, Ousie Khoes has seven. S/he has good
communication with the children of Khoes. Calvyn says s/he loves
children very much and always wanted children:
But when I got into this thing [lesbian relationships] that desire went
low, and I thought let the ones who want children have them. I am
not interested in children. Even if I don’t have children I would take
my sisters’ children and raise them or the children that are adopted.
And so when I met that man and there were children, I thought how
come I got children? But I could not do otherwise.
But she also very much wanted those children.
E: Who raised the children?
C: The children grew up with my old people, but also with me, with
all of us.
E: Did your children know about you, or do they know only now?
C: I spoke to somebody about this recently, that I don’t know about my
children, whether they know about this thing (her being lesbian).
Hans is in a complicated relationship with the social worker, who has
children from her marriage, yet often stays with Hans. S/he also has two
children of hir own:
And the boy that was born, I am his godmother; it’s my son. No one
can prevent the boy from staying with me or me from fetching the boy,
or the boy and his mother overnighting at my place. All that the
husband knows is that we are good friends, and so he has to stay that
way. I have raised that little boy together with my children. When I
ask my children whether their mother has called, for example, they
know of whom I am talking. If I say, ‘Go to your mother and fetch
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something there,’ then they know of whom I am talking. Her little boy,
he knows, he calls me mamma and calls his mother mummy. He is
bringing a variation there. I don’t go to their house. He says I should
also sleep over at their house. Then I ask him where I will sleep. And
then he says if his father is not there, I can sleep with his mother in the
bedroom. He knows that when they are here we are sleeping in my
bedroom. He sleeps with us or with his siblings [Hans’s children]. My
daughter stays at my sister and it’s only my son who is here with me.
It’s only during weekends that we see each other regularly. On
weekdays, it’s impossible. No, even while she is married, we still meet.
She buys things for the children and also for me. I also pay
maintenance monthly for that child to the woman. I give money for
the boy when I can. If I put something on lay-by, then I do it for all
our children. I have included that boy in my insurance. When he [the
partner’s child] was born, I also opened a savings account for him, as
I have done for my two children. She said to me, and has apparently
also told her husband, that if they have more children then I have to
be the godmother of those children. I have a double responsibility; it
is known that godparents have more accountability than parents to
such a child. But in the meantime the two of us also know why we are
doing this, that there is a serious reason behind all of this, and why I
am carrying the responsibility for this child.
Conclusion
The Damara community harbours many women who are in same-sex
relationships. The present repressive political climate makes life hard for
these lesbian men and their partners. They don’t want to be chased out of
their country. They would like to live openly, have the possibility to marry
their partners even. The church has a mixed record. Some pastors
appreciate these relationships; others consider them a big sin. Damara
culture still has remnants of values such as egalitarianism and peace.
Alcohol and violence are major problems which also have a big impact on
women’s relations. Sister Namibia and other groups fighting for the rights
of LGBT people will give every support they can to women like Marianne
and the lesbian men and their partners who so courageously shared their
life histories with me.
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‘My attitude is manly … a girl needs
to walk on the aisle’: butch-femme
subculture in Johannesburg, South
Africa

Busi Kheswa with Saskia Wieringa
Introduction
am Busi Kheswa. I am around 30 years of age and was raised in Soweto.
At present I live with my partner in the southern part of Johannesburg.
I have been working at the Gay and Lesbian Archives in Johannesburg for
one year. Until May 2004 I was an active member of the Hope and Unity
Metropolitan Community Church (HUMCC) which is predominantly
attended by gay people.
For this chapter I use mainly three interviews that I did with Zozo
(pseudonym), Nokuthula and Nonhlanhla. I also use some fragments
from a fourth interview, with my partner Pat, and a fifth one, with a
femme woman called Thembi. One of my respondents preferred to remain
anonymous, and I will call her Zozo. Two respondents are so well known
that they agreed to have their own names used for this chapter. They are
Nokuthula Dhladhla and Nonhlanhla Sigasa, also known as Nunu. Zozo
is 39 years of age and was born in a poor Christian family in the Eastern
Cape. She is presently staying in Soweto. Zozo has her three-year diploma
in police administration and completed other courses after that. She is
working as a crime fighter at the Protea police headquarters in Soweto.
Nokuthula is 29-years-old and is the pastor of the HUMCC. She attended
Bible school and has a diploma in theology. Nonhlanhla Sigasa, or Nunu,
was born in Heidelberg, in Ratanda. She is a lesbian and a well-known
HIV activist. She is 22-years-old; her partner is one year younger. She is
financially dependent on her mother, who works as a waitress.
One striking theme that emerged from my interviews is the butch-femme
culture, which my respondents related to in different ways. I will start this

I
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chapter by discussing their childhood experiences and their first sexual
encounters. This will be followed by their experiences with heterosexuality.
Religion is the next theme. I will then discuss their perceptions of self, and
this topic leads directly to the butch-femme culture that is very strong in the
Johannesburg lesbian subculture. The last topics are, in this order, the
homophobia of society, the coming out experiences of my respondents,
living with HIV/AIDS, their present relationships and their dreams for the
future. In these discussions we will see how far my respondents accepted or
deviated from the butch-femme roles they are expected to play.
Childhood and first sexual experiences
My three main respondents have widely different childhood experiences.
Zozo, the police officer, grew up in the rural areas:
I was the youngest at home, so I used to be a shepherd; I was taking
care of livestock, I was with the boys. I enjoyed it, and I used to
plough and I did everything that was done by boys. So you wouldn’t
see me playing with girls, they used to bore me a lot. I would fight
with my mother because she would call me and try to associate me
with the girls. I disliked it but I had to do what my mother told me
to. I would try to obey her but it was difficult.
When I grew up I used to like girls and I had friends. When I was
with them my body would change and I could not explain what was
happening. I would be hurt if maybe I could not see one of them. I
used to like hugging them, but I did not know what was happening
to me. When I sit and look back to where I come from with this thing
I can see that I’ve been having this thing for long.
Her tomboyish ways got her into trouble and she became confused. She
quickly had three children:
[They would call me] names like isitabane (derogatory name for
lesbian), as I said I grew up playing with boys. On the other hand I
was trying to convince them that I am not isitabane. In the rural areas
we were not familiar with such things as gay life. Some would say I
am like a man, and that used to hurt me. Others were wondering if I
was going to have children; even my mother when she fought about
playing with boys, she would say that is why people call me names.
So when I got my baby it was not so much joy to me but at the same
time it was a relief because I thought to myself that I have closed their
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mouths. I went back to school and at home they helped me with my
child’s upbringing and I broke up with my child’s father.
I was already here in Johannesburg when I got my second-born
child. I was already aware that there was something I did not
understand about myself, but I am the kind of person who does not
like talking a lot. I used to enjoy my own company and I would sit
alone and ask myself why I was different. I met the father of my
second-born; we went on, but I was not happy. In that process I got
pregnant and it was such a blow to me and later we broke up. Just
after that he died and I was nine months pregnant; he died in a car
accident. There was this guy who called me isitabane even when I was
pregnant; they were threatening to rape me as I was staying at the
barracks. I was already aware that I was not happy but I did not
know what I was supposed to do. So the mistake I made was to make
other people happy before I made myself happy.
My third-born is turning seven years this year. Then I could realise
that I was changing. Then I was clear that there is something called
homosexuality. I would sit and think of my history and think maybe
I could be gay, but I did not understand how come I had children if
I am one. My third child’s father is a pastor and he is the first person
I could talk to about my feelings for women. I slept with him once
and I fell pregnant with my third child.
When I was expecting my last-born I was already involved with a
woman. I realised that I was happy with her and that was the life I
wanted. When I was three months pregnant my relationship with that
woman grew even stronger. So I broke up with my boyfriend. Since
then I continued with a woman.
Nokuthula also had her son at an early age, although before that she
had had strong feelings for a girl:
At that time I already knew that I was a lesbian because at the age of
twelve there was this girl that I liked so much; we had a special
friendship. We used to kiss and we never talked about it, and at the
age of 13 we started touching each other. It was very frustrating
because we used to do these things and we wouldn’t talk about them.
I used to wonder what was going on with me and I thought I was
going to outgrow that. When I started at high school all girls would
talk about their boyfriends. I did not have one, so I thought I should
get one so that I don’t have to make up stories when they talked.
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Busi: You did the same thing my girlfriend did. She used to lie [to her
parents] and tell them that she jumped out of the window so that she
could sleep with her boyfriend. When time went on she told them that
she was a virgin and they reminded her of her stories (both laughing).
Nokuthula: So I tried and I got a boyfriend; so when I was doing
grade 11 he said it has been a long time since we had got together, so
we had sex and I fell pregnant.
If the relationship with this lover can be said to be based upon
consensual sex, Nokuthula earlier had traumatic heterosexual
experiences, first incest, then rape:
The horrible thing happened when my grandfather sexually abused
me and the second rape that I experienced with four men was also
horrible. The fact that my mother does not know about this other
rape is horrible. Nobody knows at home and now my partner knows
about it. Every time I hear them mentioning his name I get upset and
angry but they don’t understand why that is.
This affected me very badly; my self-esteem became very low. I used
to believe that I was nothing, when I heard other people talking that
they are virgins, and coming to think that I didn’t have that
opportunity because of somebody’s selfishness. I used to get angry and
cry whenever I thought about it but I managed to heal somehow, but
I am still in that process. After I gave birth to my son I started to hate
my grandfather very much. I wanted to let someone know about it but
I could not do it. When I tried to tell my grandmother she beat me up
and said I was making up stories, so that was the other thing. I was
very close to my grandmother and I wanted to ask her why she beat
me up because I was telling the truth. I used to hate him so much
because I felt I was not like everybody else, and I was feeling dirty
inside and I was the only one who knew about this secret.
The other thing that makes me angry is that he died in 1997 and in
that very year I got raped again. In that year I was ready to talk about
it and I was not expecting him to die like that. I wanted the whole
family to know about this because maybe I am not the only one. I was
thinking about my younger sisters, and the thing that made me angry
is that he used to beat me up all the time and he knew that I was so
scared of being beaten and he would say if I told I would die. From
1997 I went for counselling, for help, because I was getting mad and
it was because it was happening for the second time. I tried to commit
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suicide and I was saved. I drank all the tablets I could find but I
survived and I said to myself I don’t have to do this. I have to face
reality. I needed to move on and I couldn’t hold grudges because he
was no longer there to answer for his wrongdoings. I was not getting
anything from self-hate; instead my self-esteem was getting down and
more people were taking advantage of me. That was the time I had to
protect myself because no one was going to do it for me. So I went for
counselling for two years until I felt I was ready to face the world.
Nunu’s early experiences with sexuality were likewise very traumatic:
We used to play from morning till sunset. We used to play hide and
seek and other ball-games. It all changed after I got raped because I
used to feel like other kids could see what happened to me. I was
never talkative; I would just fight if somebody says any touchy thing
to me. I ended up not playing any more, but after some time I started
to play far away from home. In my neighbourhood it was difficult
because I would see the man who raped me and I would really think
he would kill me as he said.
She had never had a boyfriend before, as at her aunt’s place they were
very strict, there was no way she could go out. In 1998, when she was
sixteen, she came out. She then knew she was a lesbian and:
I thought coming out was going to defend me from all these things
that were happening to me. I told my friend at school. She took me
for a mad person. My friend said God will never create a girl to love
other girls. I used to touch girls at school, so it went on until I talked
to a counsellor about it. She told me that there are people like me, and
I started to see more gay people, and I would envy couples or I would
wish to be them or stay in their homes. So in 1997 I met my first lover
at the show in Boksburg; she approached me and she told me that she
has feelings for me. I was surprised because she was seeing me for the
very first time, and the worse thing is that she was white. She
expressed herself until I developed feelings for her.
Nunu, the lesbian HIV activist, has:
… problems when I face the community about my HIV status. They
want to know how I got infected because they know me as a lesbian.
I try and share my story, hence some of them understand. My family
supports me in everything I do. I thought my mother was going to be
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angry with me when she found out about my HIV status because it
was not long after she had to deal with the fact that I am lesbian. She
did not know that I was sexually abused because I was staying in
Tsakane [with my aunt] and that is where I did my standard 6, 7 and
8. I was at high school. She asked me where I got it and why I did
not tell her. So when I told her the whole story she got so surprised
because I did not get the opportunity to speak out. Where I used to
stay they were very abusive. Whenever I came back from school I had
to do all the housework, I did not have any time to spend with friends
or to do my homework. I lost trust and I couldn’t cope. As a result I
failed grade 10. I then decided to go back home because I realised
that I did not have any life there.
At her aunt’s place she was raped again, this time by her cousin:
He used to come to stay with us, but after a few months he would
have fights with his mother and he would leave. It was difficult to tell
my aunt what was happening because it was his mother and she
would not believe me. I kept it a secret for a long time. He was
twenty-five. It was difficult, especially as all the memories of what
happened when I was raped at the age of six came back. Even then I
did not tell anyone because I grew up being very secretive.
That guy is staying in the same street here in Ratanda. I see him all
the time. He is still alive. Whenever I see him I still feel the hatred
towards him; I always wonder what I can do to him because he has
messed up my life. I probably wouldn’t be a lesbian, but now I am
and I am proud to be one, but when I look at the past I’ve been badly
hurt and I never thought I was going to be able to accept it. Here I
am today; I inspire a lot of people and some of the people are
encouraged to come out about their HIV status, but some have died
already. I am willing to help other people.
But she went though a hard time and even took drugs, even before she
knew she was HIV positive:
Because I could not accept what happened to me. The other thing
that happened on that very same year is this; I was from a soccer
match in Kwa-Thema and it was a bit late, I had never been scared to
walk around my area, I was always walking around with pride. I
never thought anybody could do such a horrible thing to me. So on
that day a man just showed up and he attempted to rape me and he
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stabbed me and fortunately I survived. I screamed after he told me
that he was going to stab me if I scream. I screamed and he stabbed
me. I had already given up with life. I told myself it was better for him
to kill me than to rape me. I knew where I came from so I told myself
that I was not going to let the next person play on my body again.
Suddenly I heard a woman screaming and saying here is someone, he
wants to rape a woman. She shouted and people came and he ran
away. He left me there and he was never caught because I don’t know
him and his face was hidden, but I believe he knows me.
Spiritual beliefs
Religion plays an important part in the lives of two of my three
respondents, both in that of Nokuthula, the pastor of HUMCC, and in
that of Nunu:
At home they are Apostolic and I am Catholic. My uncle’s family is
Catholic, so I joined them and I feel much freer. I don’t want to spend
too much time at church because I lose concentration, so there we
only take one hour and I am very satisfied. I can pray by myself but
sometimes I want to go to a church house … although sometimes they
discriminate towards lesbians.
B: So how does that make you feel?
N: It affects me because I am one of them and I am there to worship.
Whatever they say does not matter. I just focus on what I came for.
Most of them understand and they believe I am who I am because
of my rape experiences and they also believe that I am possessed
by evil spirits and they believe that if they can pray for me I will
be free from those spirits. They did pray for me. It seems like I am
getting worse; they expect me to tell them the following week that
I am delivered from the spirits. I tell them the truth that I still feel
the same way and I am happy to be the way I am.
Zozo told me that she also comes from a Christian family, especially her
mother; her father was not so much into it but he was not against.
It took Nokuthula a long time before she realised that God called her
and she had to become a preacher:
I grew up from a Christian background. As kids they taught us to
pray before we sleep and to pray in the morning when we wake up.
Even though my grandfather did believe in the ancestors, he never
stopped my grandmother and family to be Christians. At the end,
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maybe in 1992, my grandfather got converted and he joined us, he
became a Christian.
There is so much I had to sacrifice for my calling. In my previous
church they did not believe that a woman could be in charge of
something. So when my calling started I used to take it for granted,
and when I prayed I used to feel like there is something that God
wants me to do but I did not know what it was. I remember one
Sunday at the service there was this guy from Durban. He was there
to attend at our church. He just stood up and he said to me I was
running away from what God is calling me to do. I just looked at him
and thought to myself I was still young and I was not running away
from anything.
From that day I started to have visions, sometimes when I was
awake, especially when I was at school. On the chalkboard I would
see things. I was so scared and I did not understand what was going
on and I could not make sense of the voice that was talking to me. I
had this burden of telling people about Jesus, and at school they used
to know that I used to tell even the teachers about God. I did not
want to accept that God was calling me. I thought if I preached more
and more, God was going to leave me alone.
I remember this other time we had a prayer service at church and
God showed me something. I saw somebody who was sick in the
house and that we needed to pray for her healing. I was so scared and
I thought I was not going to speak out about it. Something told me
to do it because if something bad happens to that person I was not
going to be fine for the rest of my life. I said God if [this is Your will]
let me speak in tongues. I did not believe in tongues then and
immediately I started to speak in tongues and somebody interpreted
what I was saying. What I said in tongues was the same as what I saw
in the vision, about the sick lady. That is when the elders in the church
realised that God was saying things to me.
I was beginning to be crazy-like and I was no longer coping at
school. I went and talked to the teacher who was my friend and I told
her about these things that I was experiencing. When I was sitting
next to somebody in a taxi I would just know about her life and now
I was starting to talk to strangers and I did not like doing that. An
evangelist from Durban came to preach to my local church. He was
a very powerful man. I used to go to his revival services and I was so
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depressed and he called me to the front and said to me for how long
am I going to run away from God. He said God was calling me and
He has something in store for me ... I said it was better for him
because he is a man and people would listen to him. He said that I
was supposed to sleep with a pen and paper and God was going to
give me instructions and I had to follow those instructions.
On that very day I had a strange dream and I wrote down an address,
a name and a telephone number. I could not understand what was
going on and I went to this man and I said God is not supposed to
frustrate us because I can’t just wake up with an address that is far from
home. The following day I felt that I needed to go to this address and
I told them at home that I was going away and they thought I was
crazy. I packed my small suitcase and I took a taxi and that address was
in Newcastle, and I went straight to that house. As I was approaching
the man was watering his garden. When he saw me he put his hose
down and said thank you God. He was jumping up and down praising
God. I was getting very confused and I was beginning to think that
maybe I was crazy. We went into the house and he explained to me that
God has been talking to him about me coming and he knew that I was
coming because they [had] problems and God said He was going to
send someone to deal with that. That made me even more scared. We
sorted [out] that problem and I went back home.
When I was at home we had to go to a conference. I had told them
already that God was calling me. They were going to arrange that I
meet with other people who have the same calling so that it was going
to be easy for me. At that conference I had a vision:
I saw a huge house and that house was full of people and I was
outside. I was with someone whose face I could not see and the voice
said you see that house is going to burn and if no one is going in to
help those people out they are all going to burn. I asked with doubt
what I should do, and the voice told me to go in and I did. There was
so much voice in the house and everyone was doing his own thing. The
fire started and I was screaming to alert them but no one was listening
to me. I tried to grab one-by-one out and I was screaming until I lost
my voice. I asked the voice what I was supposed to do then and he said
I should continue, and a few people heard me and they came out. The
voice said this is what I need you to do; so many people need to be
rescued because there is fire that is going to burn them.

207

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 208

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
And that was it. The service was on and I stood up and I cried with
a loud voice and the person who was in front said I don’t need to do
this to myself, and I said I need to take the responsibility that God
was giving me.
In that December we went to a place in the Spruit called
Zonkezizwe and that is where my first preaching was going to start.
There I was very confused and I did not know my gift. I was assigned
to preach on Sundays. On that particular Sunday everybody came
and the tent was full and I doubted to preach. In my heart there was
that verse where God is saying He is going to destroy the land but He
will rescue all those who do His will. Eventually I preached a
powerful fifteen minutes sermon and people were crying and crawling
and so many things were happening. That was my confirmation, and
God said that is what He has called me to do and I did not have to
worry anymore.
On that same day I decided I was not going to look back. I never
stopped to think about the vision and somehow I used to feel that I
was lost and that was not what God had called me to do. I was
confused because I was preaching the gospel but it was not enough.
One time I went to Transkei for three months and I was preaching
alone and still I felt like it was not enough. I went back home and in
1994 I came out as a lesbian and everybody was disappointed and I
got suspended from the church. That is when the whole problem
started and God said now you will get the answer about the vision,
but I ignored it.
Six months later they called me back to the church and I was now
working in my local church. I went for ‘95 and ‘96 and I was really
excited, but it used to vanish whenever I thought of the vision. In 1997
I was raped, and everybody in the church thought God was punishing
me because I continued with women. I got very fed up with the church
and I stayed at home. The vision remained with me throughout. One
day I was at home watching the Felicia show on TV and I saw Brother
Tsi and his contact numbers. I called him and told him about my
vision and we met and talked and I felt some relief. I then visited his
church (HUMCC) and God said that is it. Since then I am no longer
worried about the house any more. So that is story of my calling.
B: How do you relate with pastors from other churches?
N: I don’t even have a single friend, because when I was still in my
previous church we used to call one another as pastors and talk
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about things that are troubling us in our respective congregations
but now I cannot call anyone. Other pastors think being gay is a
sickness or evil. They say one cannot be a homosexual and serve
God at the same time. I’ve been going to workshops and
conferences and I meet pastors from other churches but I leave
hurt and depressed.
B: How did you find peace regarding the fact that you are a Christian
lesbian?
N: At first I used to think it is not okay, especially when you have a
relationship and the Bible says sex before marriage is a sin. I
prayed about it, asking God until I found peace, and I know that
marriage is a commitment between two people. I am committed in
my relationship, and you make a promise that you spend the rest
of your lives together. That is not a sin. It is commitment. So that
is how I found my peace. I know that I sleep within a committed
relationship. The secret relationships are not okay because you are
never sure if a person is in a relationship or not.
Perception of self
I asked my respondents how they felt about themselves. Nunu has had
many traumatic experiences. She became HIV positive as a result of being
raped. At one stage she became a drug addict. At the moment she is an
outspoken and courageous HIV activist. I asked her how she has
overcome her feelings of hurt:
I met a lady called Gail Smith; she was my counsellor and she was very
patient with me. She has always given me time whenever I went to her;
she showed me that there is still life after one is diagnosed of HIV. She
also took me to the rehabilitation centre. I then started to be responsible
for my life. I tried to pick up all the pieces of my life. So one day I wrote
something for her so that I could thank her for all she did for me. I was
her first HIV client and I learnt that some of her clients had more
problems than mine, so I got courage from them. I then sat down and I
talked to myself and as time went on I realised that I was feeling free and
I was feeling less aggressive and I started to realise what I wanted in life.
I then disclosed to my mother. After two weeks I decided that I
needed to tell more people about HIV. I needed to teach and caution
more people about HIV. After I did that I got even stronger. I started
to be involved with the organisation for people living with HIV/AIDS.
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We give talks to students and teachers and I realised that more people
need help because after I give a talk people ask for my details and want
to ask more questions. Sometimes it is the affected people who need
help because they felt so much pain when their loved ones were sick or
died. Most of the time it is women because they go through painful
experiences such as rape and emotional abuse.
My life has changed in a serious way because when one is HIV
positive one needs to take care of oneself and one needs to be happy
at all times. So now I control my mood swings, when I am depressed
I change and I do something that will make me happy. I also drink a
lot of water. I am a happy person but sometimes I do think that I am
HIV positive and that means I am going to die. The other thing is that
I don’t commit myself too much in a thing because I know that I am
HIV positive and I don’t know when I am going to die. Sometimes I
walk around worried and sometimes I envy happy couples, but I also
think I will die and I will leave my lover alone.
My partner has accepted me and she is [HIV] negative and very
supportive towards me. We help each other in everything we do. She
is always helping me in my HIV work.
Zozo, who is a very butch-looking police officer, sometimes has to
search people. That causes complications for her, because according to the
law a woman must search a woman and a man must search a man.
Women don’t want to be searched by her as she cannot convince them that
she is a woman. So usually she asks a visible woman to search them.
Sometimes at night she can search men, but usually she doesn’t search
people herself. When I asked her how she feels about that, she replied:
I don’t feel that bad, I feel bad when they talk negatively. Sometimes
I do understand why people react that way because I look at myself
and see. I am used to being greeted like a man now.
B: You never identified yourself?
Z: When I look at myself I think I am a lesbian.
B: What does that mean for you?
Z: It means I have more feelings for women than for men. I can tell
you that a man would be wasting his time by touching me.
B: When was the first time that you thought of yourself as a lesbian?
Z: My background made me not realise other things in time but in
‘93, ‘94 I was then more into women; I was twenty-something at
the time.
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B: What is good about being a lesbian, or what do you enjoy about it?
Z: As I said. Your own happiness comes first. What I am feeling right
now is what a straight person does not feel. So whatever I do
satisfies me. So what is good about it is that I come first now.
B So what is bad?
Z: Hiding yourself is bad; you must come out about your sexual
orientation, so that people can respect you.
When I asked Nokuthula how she identified herself, she replied:
I see myself as a woman who is in love with another woman because
I feel if I say I am femme, people will expect me to behave in a
particular way.
B: What attracts you in a woman?
N: [Laughing] I think my partner and me are attracted by the same
thing, the butts, we like lips.
B: So are you attracted to both butch and femme women?
N: Yes, but the experience I have with a butch woman makes me
scared when I see a butch woman, but I am working on those
issues that happened when I was going out with a butch lesbian.
B: What is nice about being a lesbian?
N: The fact that you are with another woman, the softness is what I
like, and women are more sensitive.
B: So what is bad or the dangers of being a lesbian?
N: It is the attitude that the community has towards lesbians. When
I came out, lesbians in my area were butch – they looked like
tsotsis (tough street boys). So people thought I am crazy because I
look femme. So they end up calling me names. Others are saying
if they could sleep with me I could turn straight. So that is what I
don’t like about being a lesbian. Some men say hurting things and
you don’t know what else they can do to you.
B: So how do you feel about being a lesbian? Does it frustrate you or
are you happy?
N: It does not frustrate me because that is what I am, I am fine with
it. The only frustration is when people don’t understand me and
they think something is wrong with me. Sometimes they think it is
probably because a boyfriend hurt me so I am running away. They
don’t want to understand me. I am happy the way God created me.
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Butch-femme culture in Johannesburg
As I have already indicated, the dominant way of living a same-sex life for
women is within the butch-femme subculture. The butches are the most
visible and they look tough, like tsotsis (slang for township gangsters), as
Nokuthula said above. Women have to choose; they have to be either
butch or femme. For some butches that was fairly obvious, as Zozo said:
It is because of my physical structure and that is why people
sometimes are confused if I am a woman or a man. My attitude is
manly; sometimes I tell myself that in my relationship I am the man.
I tell myself that I have that power.
B: Would you still have that power if the situation were vice versa,
you not working and her working?
Z: Yes I would, because it is not based on material things. I am the
man in that relationship.
I asked her what kind of women she feels most attracted to:
I am attracted by a person’s qualities; I don’t go for an obviously
beautiful woman but at least she must be better than I am and she
must be a lady. I don’t like women who wear make-up. She must be
thoughtful and she must know what is wrong and what is right. I
don’t like a party animal and that will include drinkers and smokers.
Others switched though, in the course of their lives. Many learnt the
tricks of the trade from other lesbians. Nunu, who now identifies as butch,
for some time could not decide whether she was butch or femme:
There was a girl that I loved at school. I would make sure that I see
her before she goes to her class and I would see her again at
lunchtime. I used to buy her lunch and I would accompany her to her
home after school. Just touching her hand would satisfy me. She was
not thinking of me as a potential lover; I used to wear dresses and I
used to look femme, so it was difficult for me to approach girls. So I
started to mix with other lesbians. The only thing that I gained was
how to be a man, but I was comfortable with being a woman.
The other thing that made her switch was an unhappy relationship with
a butch woman:
I am very stubborn; I was in a relationship with a white lesbian and she
was very bullying and manly. Whenever she came back home she
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expected me to cook for her, and if I didn’t she would beat me up and I
would fight back. She wanted me to do laundry and I could not because
I am lazy. We used to fight about it and I thought to myself we were
going to kill each other because we were already staying together. We
stayed together for two months but it felt like we were already staying
for ten years. So I decided I did not want that kind of life any more. I
was not sure if I was butch or femme, but all I needed was satisfaction.
I think she took serious advantage of me so that is why I dumped her.
Anyway, sexually already the roles they were playing did not conform to
the stereotypes of what butches and femmes do in bed:
The only thing she knows is to use a dildo and just kissing. I had to
do her but she is butch. Most of the people are butch in the street but
in bed they are femmes.
Now Nunu is quite pleased with her life:
Whenever I visit her place [of my present lover] I get to be treated as
a brother because when I wake up in the morning her mother reminds
her to do breakfast for me. After taking my bath I sit and watch TV
or I go to buy myself cigarettes and in the afternoon I make a visit.
So in the house I don’t do much, I only help her out, but most of the
time she does not want me to help her.
Thembi now identifies as femme, but she used to be butch:
I think I was a tomboy even before I became a lesbian. I used to play
soccer with boys, and I used to wear pants. I could not choose my
clothes then, but when I started getting temporary jobs I then bought
the clothes that I wanted. So then I could show my true reflection, I
could show who I was. I used to go with my mom to buy shoes and
I used to pick shoes that look more like men’s shoes. After that I
started buying all men’s clothes and I was comfortable.
When I asked her if that had anything to do with her identity as a
lesbian, her response was:
When one finds out that she is a lesbian somehow in her mind she
thinks that she has to behave like a boy. I used to behave like a boy
but once I knew that I was a lesbian I became worse. I would even
press my breast with bandages so that they did not show or even grow.
I would shave my hair and I was so butch-looking and handsome.
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After all this butchness she suddenly:
… got the revelation that a lesbian does not have to be manlike. Though
there was nothing wrong about me being butch, I wanted to explore my
femininity. I wanted to show off my beauty and grow my nails. I don’t
have a problem with butch-femme, but as a femme I am OK.
Her experience is not unique, in the sense that many other black lesbians
go through a similar phase. Sometimes it is their way of coming out
because no one takes their sexual orientation seriously when they look and
behave like the rest of the girls.
Although people in general have quite fixed ideas about what it means
to be a butch or a femme, my respondents did not always live up to those
stereotypes. One femme said:
It frustrates me when my mom sees my bossy character in my
relationships and thinks I want to be a man. My painted nails and my
hairstyles don’t convince her that I am femme. I feel beautiful when I
am with butch women, and the other thing I like about being femme
is that I am strong and I know other femme women who are very
strong (Thembi).
My femme respondents were very pleased with being femme:
I just love it, and I just say that is my man. It is nice I am femme, I
don’t have to push the fridge, she must do all the heavy jobs (Pat).
When we talked about marriages, the other femme, Pat, exclaimed:
A girl needs to walk on the aisle; every woman wishes to wear a white
dress and walk on the aisle and make vows. That is my wish, that is
every woman’s dream.
In butch-femme relations the perception usually is that the butch is on
top, she is the doer while the femme is the one who is being penetrated.
However, this is not always the case. Nunu’s first relationship, with her
butch lover, was not like that. Zozo however would never want to go out
with another butch woman:
I ask myself who will be at the bottom? It is just being naughty, but
it means who will face upward or who will be on top of the other. You
will never be on top of me. I will want to be on top at all times.
B: How do you know that about a person before you get involved
with her?
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Z: As we are talking I will be able to detect what kind of a person she is.
B: Now let us talk about intimacy, what sorts of things do you do
when you are intimate with her?
Z: Mh! [Both laughing] Mostly I kiss, I like kissing so much. I kiss her
and touch her and cuddle with her. I love and I enjoy sex. I always
call … (looking at her fingers, both laughing) these, my weapons, I
trust them. I use my tongue, but not that much. Mostly I use my
fingers. I was involved in a car accident, and when my partner
came to see me, the first thing she checked was my hands (both
laughing). Whenever I feel that my hands are not feeling well I
quickly visit the doctor; I want to keep them in good condition.
Living an HIV-positive life, Nunu is always conscious of practising safe-sex:
Many lesbians are very ignorant when it comes to HIV transmission.
I protect my partner and I from the spread of HIV. When we make
love we monitor if we have any cuts. I eat tomatoes to check if I don’t
have any cuts in my mouth. So lesbians must volunteer to go for HIV
tests because everybody is at risk to get the virus. There is nothing
that is provided for lesbians to protect themselves against HIV. We
should be given like men, they get free condoms. Even now I cannot
express myself fully when I make love to my girlfriend because I
know it can be dangerous. Obviously we kiss. I kiss her all over the
body, we do breast contact. I also like to play with my breast on her
vagina [but I hardly do that now for] it is not safe because nipples
sometimes crack. I like sucking her toes and other stuff (laughing). I
also like rubbing my knee on her private parts, it is nice. I used to like
vaginal contact but I cannot do it any more. But there is still a lot that
I can do. My ex-partner used to like a vibrator and I did not like it
because it makes me feel like a man is on top of me, so we used to
fight about it. I would tell her to do other things. She knows, because
when I use a vibrator it is like I am desperate for a man.
Mostly sexual practices among butch-femme couples are more playful
than the traditional division between the doer, the one who is ‘active’ and
penetrates, and the done, the one who is penetrated and who is passive,
suggests. Although one femme I interviewed told me:
I don’t mind being done all the time and I also don’t mind the butch
who doesn’t want to be touched, but sometimes I wonder where she
gets her satisfaction.
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Another femme’s response to the question of the doer and the done was:
I don’t know how to answer that one. I think it is applicable because
my lover has a problem with penetration. So that means I cannot
penetrate her but I can touch anywhere. I can rub her clit, so I don’t
know who the doer is. I love all, I love penetration with fingers, with
a toy, except for fist-fucking, and I love oral sex when it is done on
me (Thembi).
There are clear expectations about financial responsibilities and the
division of labour within the household between the butch and the femme
partners in a relationship. Zozo, for instance, the butch police officer, is
very conscious of the financial obligations she has, in the sense that she
has to do something for her partner on her birthday and at the end of the
month, while her family expects money from her as well.
The butches seem to expect the femmes to do most if not all of the
housework or they expect them to do what women do traditionally, such as
cooking, doing the laundry and cleaning the house. But in reality there is
much more fluidity in their relationships. Nunu, in her femme state, refused
to do the laundry for her then butch lover. Zozo, the most butch-identified
respondent, did not adhere strictly to a sexual division of labour either:
We are in a fifty-fifty relationship. We share all housework but I
cannot cook.
On the other hand another femme (Pat) said:
I know my partner is loving, but I would like her to take some
responsibility in the house. What she is doing is being typical of a man.
Dress codes are generally strictly upheld. They are more the markers of
a butch-femme lifestyle than the more hidden activities that take place
inside the house. As Zozo explained:
I have problems when I have to attend courses and workshops.
Especially when I have to go out of Soweto. Here in Soweto most of the
people know me and where I stand. Even my boss knows that I am a
lesbian. Outside of Soweto people look at me and they ask if I am a man
or woman, and sometimes it hurts when I overhear such things. In most
cases when I am attending workshops I wear civilian clothes and people
would have questions about that. I don’t have even one skirt, the only
skirt I have is part of my uniform. Sometimes, maybe once a year, I wear
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it and everybody would tell me that I look beautiful. Men always try to
provoke me by talking bad things. The other problem is that I cannot
get a man’s uniform; it is better because trousers and shirts are the same.
I had a problem when I had to go to my father’s funeral. As you
know, we Xhosas must put on skirts when we go to funerals. When
my father died I was just coming from home, I think he was waiting
for me. Everybody was waiting to see what I was going to wear at the
funeral. I just wore my trousers and nobody asked me a thing, my
immediate family knows and they have accepted me.
B: Why do you dress like a man?
Z: I feel very much comfortable because men are not fancy. If I wear
like a woman I will have to wear high heel shoes and I know that
my movement is not fit for high heel shoes. I don’t even have time
to do fancy hairstyles. I am not trying to be a man. I know that I
am a woman. I will stay one.
Two of the femmes I interviewed like to take a woman’s traditional role
of being pregnant and giving birth and bringing up the children. One said:
I really want to carry my own baby and be fine with it. I must, at least,
have two kids. I don’t want to grow old without having a child (Pat).
Thembi said:
I would love to be a mother one day ... I want my own biological
child. Actually I am fascinated by the thought of me being pregnant.
I would love to be pregnant in summer, so that I can wear skimpy
tops and show off my stomach.
I guess it is relatively easy for them to be open about their wishes,
because in their lesbian community it is acceptable for a femme to want to
have a child. On the contrary, it always causes big news when a butch falls
pregnant. Both these femmes indicated that they cannot afford going the
artificial way because it is too expensive. One of them is still a student and
the other one does not earn much money either.
Homophobia
All my respondents have been faced with various forms of hatred for their
lifestyles, for their way of being. Nunu for instance, who is HIV positive,
constantly has to battle with people who doubt that she is lesbian or even
that she is HIV positive:
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Some people say I am a lesbian only during the day but at night I have
a man. I ignore all these things. Both straights and lesbians [say so].
Some say I am probably lying just because I want money or the grant.
I have applied for the grant because I need so many things, so this
grant will help me a lot.
Nokuthula and her partner live lonely lives now, after the rejection she
faced from the church members she used to be friends with, and who told
her that she is possessed by the devil:
That is the worst thing in my life right now. We used to socialise with
people in parties or we would visit people in their homes, but lately
we stopped doing that. We now spend time just the two of us. When
we are socialising we walk to the park and we sit, and start talking
about the church and she gets angry because we need to talk about
other things or just to be quiet. We don’t go to people any more
because I have a bad experience with people because after our visits
we heard stories. Whenever I said gossip is not right they would tell
me that this is not church but it was reality. So I don’t go to people
any more, and somehow people feel we go to them because we are
hungry or we need something from them, and that is because they
know that we both don’t work. Sometimes when we go to Skyline
people start to offer us drinks, but sometimes we have our own
money to spend. We want to visit people but we don’t have friends
any more and that is not right. We go out when my partner’s sister
and her lover are around because we feel we are protected and we
trust them that they will never go out and say things that are not right
about us.
Butch-looking Zozo always faced discrimination because of her manly
looks. She had already told me that even when she was pregnant she was
called isitibane:
We are living on a different planet. Men would want to rape you just
because you are a lesbian. They want to make sure or remind you that
you are a woman. The other problem is that we dress like men and
people don’t like it. Men say we dress smarter and better than they
do; they also say we have money.
Busi: Some say we have beautiful girls.
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Coming out
It is not surprising that with so much homophobia around my main
respondents have a difficult time when they disclose they love women or
when they are discovered to have a relationship with a woman partner. It
is rare when their surrounding community accepts them easily, as
happened with the father of Zozo’s third child:
Sometimes my child’s father would come to see the child and he
would find my partner and I sleeping. [I have told him openly that
she is my lover] and he said he has been suspicious of it. He also said
that is why I had sex with him only once. He said it was fine as long
as I was happy. Sometimes he would just be naughty and make some
advances and I would remind him of my position. He sometimes
comes to see his child and he knows very well that when he comes he
only comes to see the child, not me.
Coming out to her family members, however, proved to be more traumatic:
[By now my children know about me.] My first child is turning 21 in
September, so I would say she knows it very well. It is so painful the
way she found out, and it was wrong. Let me tell you this story: In
1997 or ‘98, my partner and I had a quarrel and my partner
attempted to commit suicide by overdosing on pills. She got admitted
at Bara for seven days. It was because she got to know that I was
cheating, and that is when my daughter got to know about our
relationship. I think before that she was just suspecting it, but she did
not have the guts to ask me. I think she was 14 years old, and then I
thought she was still too young to understand.
I had a big problem then because even at my partner’s home they
did not know that we were lovers, so then everything had to be open.
They called me to a meeting at her home and I had to tell them that
we are lovers. We tried to break-up but it did not work. Even my
family did not want my partner any more. I asked them if the
problem was my partner or my life. They said both my life and my
partner. I had to go out of my house for three days.
My partner was already out of the hospital and I stayed in the
streets. I used to sleep in a car. They did not want me at home and they
did not want me at my partner’s home. My partner would give me
blankets and clothes for me to change into when I got to work. After
three days I went back home and my partner was there. I called them
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and I told them this is my life and I like it and that it was unfortunate
that they don’t like it. I told my daughter that I was not regretting
having her but I already made other people happy first before me. I
told them that my happiness comes first and this is my house and if
she did not want to accept me as her mother she could just pack her
bags and go. I also told them that I was not going to allow them
choosing partners for me because I don’t choose boyfriends for them.
They said my partner was only going to come to the house when I am
there. I said no, she can come anytime, and I was going to give her the
keys of the house so that she could come as she pleases.
[It was] very tough. I will never forget that one. Then they said they
did not want my partner to greet them, and I told them it was fine.
They complained about me doing everything for her and they said I
do nothing for them. It was not true because I buy food, I pay their
school fees and I do everything in the house. I told them to go to their
fathers if they were not happy with me. They also complained about
the watch I bought her for her birthday and they complained about
the fact that she knows how much I earn. I told them it is because she
is my partner and I was going to do some of the things for them.
At my partner’s home they said they did not want to see me in their
home and they told my partner to leave me or leave their house. She
chose to leave the house. I thought it was good for me to rent a room
for her and she refused because she thought I had too much
responsibility, and she then went back to her home.
When I wanted to see her I had to wait for her on street corners
because they did not want me to phone her or go to their house. Even
now in my house they don’t like her; sometimes they greet her,
sometimes they don’t. I could only go in her home two years later.
Last year in March they stopped me from going in the house again.
They say I am too strict because I always want to know her
whereabouts. The other thing is that they spotted a man for her.
B: When was the first time that you thought of yourself as a lesbian?
Z: In ‘93, ‘94; I was then more into women, I was twenty-something.
The first person I told was a lady I used to work with; we were
close. She said she has always been aware but she wouldn’t
confront me about it; she said she was waiting for me to say it and
she said she does not have a problem with it. My sister got aware
of it after my partner’s situation with pills. My daughter was upset
and she left the house and she went to my friend and to my other

220

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 221

Chapter Six
ex-girlfriend to ask for money so she could go to the Eastern Cape.
They did not give her, so apparently she phoned my sister. One
morning as I was still sleeping my sister arrived here at home. She
told me she was told that I am sick and I was lost. I had to tell her
what was happening. I was just informing her but I was not
looking for any suggestions. She said it was fine but she started a
negative attitude towards my partner.
As discussed above, Nokuthula experienced major problems in the
church she originally was linked to. They never accepted that she is a
lesbian and consider it a thing from the devil. She shies away from telling
the children in the household she shares with her lover about their
relationship:
I think the girl [lover’s daughter] knows, because she calls me her
other mummy. I am not sure of the level of her understanding, but my
son does not talk so much. I want to tell him, but not now and I don’t
know when.
B: But you hope he does not get it from the streets?
N: That is my wish that he must not get it from outside and get
angry with me. I am prepared to let him know that this is what is
going on. He loves my partner and he is always asking about her:
where is she and when is she coming back?
When Nunu told her friends at school she was in love with another girl
they thought she was mad. Her mother initially reacted negatively as well:
My mother got something that I wrote because I like writing. I
express myself more on paper. She found that I mentioned a lot about
being a lesbian and about the person I love. My mother asked me
politely if I am a lesbian, so it was very easy for me to answer her
honestly, and I did. It was like I messed up everything. She told me
not in her house, and she told me that if I was really serious about
that I had to pack my stuff and leave her house. I did because I
wanted to show her that I was serious about what I am. I went to stay
with a friend. It was okay, but I used to miss home. I was missing that
parental guidance.
It was the house [of my lover], but they were staying somewhere
else in the rural areas. There was so much freedom in that house. We
could change girls anyhow we wanted. I think my mother missed me
and she went out to look for me and she found me. She asked me if I

221

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 222

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
was still a lesbian and I said yes. She told me to come back home,
hoping that I was going to change after some time. Now she has
accepted she does see my girlfriends coming home, and when she does
not see them any more she asks me about them. She knows that I am
with [my present partner] and I wish we could stay together so that
they could get used to each other, so that she can be part of my family.
Living with HIV/AIDS
Nunu does not only face rejection because she lives with a woman. She
also has problems because the community does not accept HIV-positive
women. Her family knows this and helps her. So how does she cope with
this double discrimination? At first she had a hard time accepting she
was HIV positive:
In 1999 my cousin came to tell me about my HIV status, but I did
not believe him. I was a volunteer at the hospital and it was during
the lunch hour. I saw him coming my way and he just told me and I
was so shocked. On the 15th of February I went for an HIV test and
my results came back positive and I couldn’t believe it. After three
months I went for another test and still I tested positive. I tested for
HIV several times. Finally I went for a CD4 count and still I was
positive but my count was still perfect. All this happened in 1999,
hence I could not pass my matric because I was always depressed and
I was still in denial and I was abusing drugs. It was a hard year for
me because everybody thought I was mad, but in actual fact I was
very confused.
In the end she talked to a counsellor who helped her accept her reality.
Her present partner helps her very much in her HIV work.
Present relationships
All my three major respondents are at present in a relationship they are
very happy with. This doesn’t mean to say they don’t have problems. Zozo
deals with them in the following way:
I love [my present partner] so much. If it was possible I would be
staying full time with her but I think things will be much better when
she gets a job. Even when I live here I go and see her anytime. You
know that a relationship has ups and downs, but we work it out at a
later stage. I don’t beat her up; beating up a woman is not my style.
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When I am angry with her I can promise not to call or visit her, but
at the end I fail before I finish the time I have set for myself; same
thing is happening with her.
Nokuthula is at present negotiating her relationship with her new
partner with whom she has been together for a year and two months now:
We don’t have roles but somehow I can see that my partner wants to
be in charge of things.
B: She wants to be a leader?
N: Yes, and I don’t even argue with her … I don’t mind if that is how
she feels, but at first I thought she was going to be too much. As
I said earlier on, when you say you are butch people tend to expect
a particular behaviour. So even in my case, because people know
that I am a pastor, a leader, they expect me to be butch and be in
charge of things. So they always ask who is in charge and I say we
are both in charge. I think God brought her to me because I was
alone for a very long time and there are so many people who were
interested in me after I broke up, but I was not ready and I was
not interested. I taught myself that I don’t want anybody from the
church because if there is a problem in the relationship that will
mean the church will be involved. The other thing is that it brings
down the dignity, because when she starts misbehaving in front of
the congregants it is not good.
This is how they met:
So I was staying with someone from Kimberley. She went home and
while she was there she called me and asked if it was OK to come
back with someone else. She said this person was coming for the
Joyous Celebration auditions and she was going to stay and wait for
the results. I doubted, but her mom called and asked me. As a pastor
I couldn’t say no. They came, and in the morning they introduced her
to me. I was not thinking of anything and I was immediately told that
she is straight. The following day she was going to the auditions and
I was supposed to take her there. On the way I was giving her the eye,
saying to myself that she is the one I like. She told me that she is
straight; later I found out that she was told that here in Joburg there
are hungry lions, so to protect herself she had to say she is straight.
Immediately after that at church we had a picnic and I asked her to
be my date, and that is where things started. At the picnic we started
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complaining because we were ignoring each other. We were expecting
too much of each other. She started to send messages on my phone
saying she has got feelings for me, and I returned them saying I love
her too.
I was scared at the beginning, thinking of her mother. Because she
was coming to Joburg only for the auditions. So we kept things silent
for a while.
B: In your terms what does intimacy mean?
N: For me it involves everything (laughing). We kiss and we touch,
[we have sex] but not only that, because sometimes it does not
mean intimacy should always involve sex. We can sit and tell each
other how much we love and care for each other and we can just
sit and look in each other’s eyes.
B: Can you share with me some of your sexual practices? My lover
and I do have sex and we also have oral sex, we do finger-fucking,
but Pat says oral sex makes her nauseous. So I allow her to do that
because there are things that I don’t like to do, so it is only fair that
one should do what she is comfortable with. We have a dildo, but
it is not very long since we got it, but now I master using it.
N: (Laughing) We do have oral sex and finger-fucking and some
other things [both laughing].
B: Good luck, I think you will enjoy it because Pat and I love it, but
I don’t want to be dependent on it. Sometimes I get jealous when
Pat enjoys it so much because I feel like it is substituting me.
Nunu had two difficult relationships before she met her present partner
with whom she is very happy. After her stint as a femme with a butch lover
she was unhappy about, she met another woman, Monica:
When I met her she was living as a straight woman, she was in the
closet. We went out from early 1999 and she knew about my
situation. I told her everything about my life. Later she dumped me
when she met another woman who is a soldier. This woman was my
friend and I am the one who introduced the two of them. She left me,
and that was bad, I used to love her. Monica used to support me and
she would remind me of my appointments. All that became a joke
after she decided to leave me. She did not explain anything to me and
I still need her to explain to me what went wrong. When I met her
she was having a boyfriend but now she is butch. I am happy for her
because it feels like I was promoting her.
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I then moved on with my life; I stayed for the whole year 2000
without a lover. Later I met a lady by the name of Ayanda. We met
at prison after we were caught picketing with NAPWA (National
Association of People living with HIV/AIDS). It was 2001. As time
went on I lost feelings for her and I have hurt her. I did not tell her
that I wanted to be out of the relationship. Later I met the one I am
with now.
The present one is the most important. She has got the passion
because she informs me of everything she does. Even when we walk
around the streets she is not ashamed that she is walking with a
lesbian. I think she is the one for me.
She is not ashamed about me [nor about my being HIV positive];
sometimes it is me who starts talking about death. She asks me why
do I talk that way and when I say it is because I am HIV positive, she
just ignores me and asks me what is the big deal because we are going
to die anyway. She wants us to live as normal as possible. She worries
when I am sick but she does not want me to worry about it. She
wants me to be active, and that is what I like about her. I don’t want
a person who treats me like I am dying.
Apart from their relationships with their present partners, my
respondents referred to various events in their work lives that made them
happy. Zozo was very pleased with the promotion she got to the position
she presently occupies within the South African Police Services.
Nokuthula feels that the day she was ordained in the HUMCC was the
best thing that happened to her:
For the first time I felt great about myself, because in my previous
church no one ever told me that I can preach well and no one ever
told me that God has called me and I am gifted. It was only my
mother and the fact that someone believes in me. That I can be
ordained was the greatest thing. My graduation [from Bible school]
was another great thing that happened, and even today I still think
about these things, and on my graduation my mother was there to
witness that I was getting something that I have worked for for so
long. So I was really excited and I started believing in myself. I then
started to look at myself as an achiever, and I was successful and I
could love myself.
Nunu also derives great satisfaction from her present work:
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I started a talk-show here in the township, where people can come
and share their stories and ideas. I am also involved in a drama
group. When I am around I attract people because they want to know
what I’ll be sharing about for that particular day. I also take part in
organising prayer meetings where we invite different churches into a
stadium; we pray for all sick people regardless of what they suffer
from. I do this for the community, especially orphans who are living
with the virus. I want do to a lot of things, but I have financial
limitations. So here in the township I am the only young person who
disclosed her HIV status, so more young people are looking up to me.
So when there are shows in my township they invite me to be the MC.
All my three main respondents relate to children in different ways. Nunu
has no children herself and she doesn’t think she can bring one up. Yet it
is likely that she will end up looking after a child:
I like children but I don’t think I can bring one up. My problem is
that I don’t like noise. At home there is a child, but when noise starts
it makes me crazy though I enjoy kids’ company. Maybe in future I
will adopt a child. My sister died and she left a two-month-old baby.
I am so used to that child that when I get my house I will take her to
stay with me.
Nokuthula has one son, but she finds the contact with his father not easy:
We do talk and I fume most of the time. Somehow he is not
responsible, he promises things and he does not keep his promises and
he also promises to come to see his son and then he doesn’t. When he
was still four years old I told him (the father) that I am a lesbian and
we had to stop our relationship. He said it was fine and he also said
he had been aware that I did not want to have sex with him. We used
to talk and he would tell about his frustration with his new girlfriends,
but later he blamed me for things that are happening in his life. Now
he is HIV positive and he says if he stayed with me he would not have
contracted the virus. I think he is angry but I don’t know with whom.
I was honest and I told him about my sexuality. His problem now is
that he is into this business of buying cars; he buys a car today and he
sells it tomorrow. So now we fight all the time.
She finds looking after children in general at times frustrating. She is
sharing motherhood with her partner. In this way this couple does not
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conform to the traditional butch-femme role-playing that lesbians in
Johannesburg are expected to perform:
I have only one son. We share the upbringing of our children because
my partner has a daughter who visits us regularly and I treat her as
my own. We are now having a balance because we have a boy and a
girl. She calls me her other mummy and she is always asking
questions, so we have a good relationship.
Zozo, the butch policewoman, is also a lesbian mother of three
biological children:
I don’t have a problem with that [being a lesbian mother], and I am
proud, even if someone else can see it differently. I know how I feel.
I cannot say I was trapped, but the mere fact that I grew up in the
rural areas contributed a lot in my life. I was not exposed to many
things, and the other thing is that I tried to satisfy the next person
before myself.
I [never thought] I would be a lesbian mother.
My partner also has one child. She is not working and her child is
still young. I love him and I do everything for him and my partner
loves my children too. She knows as a mother that we need to share
this responsibility. It is love I am talking about, because she is not
working.
This last remark is revealing. Zozo, as the butch earner of the family,
makes it clear she does not refer to responsibility in the financial sense,
which is the role expected of men. It is love, she says, the traditionally
female side of the responsibility for children that she shares with her
partner. So although she takes on the expected role as a female husband (I
am manly, I pay the bills), she is also a mother to her biological children
and she is a father to her partner’s child as well as a mother to her because
she plays the role of the financial provider and gives love to the child.
Zozo’s relationship with the fathers of her children poses problems.
They don’t help her cope financially, so they don’t play the role expected
from fathers:
I broke up with my first child’s father, so maybe the last time I saw
him was in 1994. I have nothing to talk to him about; when he wants
to see his child he can just do that. The child is a grown-up, so she
can just go to visit him. He knows that I am lesbian now and he
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cannot ask me anything about that because this is my life. My second
child’s father unfortunately died. The father of my last child
sometimes comes, but you know that men are lazy to maintain their
children. I won’t be after him about it because I am working. Life is
difficult, but God has given me a job. So I can afford things because
I am also prospering at work, as you know. Sometimes I have to help
my brother’s children because he is no longer here. So do I have too
much responsibility?
Dreams for the future
Zozo is happy in her work and in her relationship. Her major dream for
the future is to see her children successful and going to university.
Nokuthula dreams about two things. First she wants to stay with her
present lover and marry her, second she wants to move up in life, learn
more so she can be a more effective preacher, and she would like to set up
her mother well:
We do have future plans. I think [my present partner] came into my
life at the right time when I needed someone that I can rely on and
someone that I can trust, and someone that I can talk to about
anything. She sometimes helps me with church things and she can talk
to me whenever she has a problem. We are compatible because it is
not hard for us to be in this relationship. I don’t have any complaints
or any regrets. We want to get married as it gets legal. We will be the
first ones in the queue. I am happy and she makes life easy for me,
even when I am frustrated about church matters I talk to her and she
helps me. People used to call anytime and want to see me, but now
she has taught me to have time for myself as a person. She also taught
me not to get crazy about people’s problems that they can solve by
themselves. I used to know about these things because at the Bible
school they teach us how we should live our lives. So since I met her
I can say this is what I want, and I have learnt to be assertive and
speak out about my feelings. My brothers and my sisters like her very
much, so I just have to keep her, and her mother loves me.
B: So both families’ responses are wonderful?
N: Yes they are, so when we want to separate we will have to deal
with them first.
In the next ten years I want to see myself having a degree in
theology; the second degree that I want is in management. I want to
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see myself in a better financial situation. I don’t want people to sense
by looking at my house that I don’t have money. I won’t be staying
in a flat any more, but I want to live in a big house and I want to
drive a big car. I want to see us building our own church, I think
about that huge choir that will sing for praise and worship and having
drums and guitars. I also dream of an auditorium that can take 4 000
people seated. I also dream of us training people so that we can
counsel our own people. I also think of having our own HIV
programme so that we can help and shelter the sick people.
I also dream of my mother driving a 4x4 van and that she has a
driver’s licence. Although I did not spend much time with her, our
relationship is improving now. I understand and respect her. I know
that she wanted to be with us, but at the same time she had to work
for us. That is the dream I have for my mother, especially because I
don’t know my father and I don’t want to know him. My mother is
also a father figure for me.
Nunu’s concerns understandably relate to her HIV-positive status:
If I am still alive in ten years time I would like them to find a cure for
HIV/AIDS, or if they could give us something that can boost us to live
long. I still want to achieve more things.
Her next concern is about her relationship. She would like to marry her
present partner:
I want to have many people at my wedding although we won’t go to
sign anywhere. That is what I want and I am ready for it. Her
[family] are fine and mine are also fine, but I don’t know when the
two families will come together. My mother always tells me to have a
wedding somewhere else, not in my township, so I respect her
opinions. I want my friends from Ratanda to be there because I want
them to see that I am proud of being a black lesbian.
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‘This has happened since ancient
t i m e s … i t ’s s o m e t h i n g t h a t y o u a r e
born with’: ancestral wives amongst
same-sex sangomas in South Africa

Nkunzi Nkabinde with Ruth Morgan
Introduction
y name is Nkunzi Nkabinde. Nkunzi means ‘the Bull’. I am named
for my ancestor Nkunzi who gives me my healing powers. I am a
lesbian sangoma (traditional healer). Before I got my calling to become a
sangoma six years ago I was studying journalism. My ancestors first
warned me that my mother who was in the hospital was dying. When I
got to the hospital she had already died. I had to leave my studies to follow
my calling as I became mentally disturbed at that time and was
hospitalised. At first they didn’t understand that my condition was due to
the presence of my ancestors. After completing my training, I practised in
Soweto where I live. I later met the late Mpumi Njinge in 1999 when he
was working with the Gay and Lesbian Archives (GALA) making a
documentary on same-sex sangomas called Everything Must Come to
Light. I participated in the background research for this film. Mpumi later
introduced me to Ruth Morgan from GALA after I told him that I wanted
to write a book on this topic. I started doing more research on same-sex
sangomas with her a few years ago. I also participated in GALA’s Queer
Tour of Johannesburg where I told my story as a lesbian sangoma. I
received a lot of media coverage as a result of the tour. Recently I became
a tour guide at Constitution Hill in Johannesburg.

M

Political and social context
During the days of apartheid the state did not recognise sangomas as
legitimate health practitioners and they were portrayed to the public as
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primitive witchdoctors. Similarly same-sexuality between women was
silenced and became invisible. Although not outlawed, any signs of samesexuality were seen as dangerous. Everything changed in 1994 after South
Africa became a democracy and the Constitution of 1996 protected both
same-sexuality and religious freedom, which includes traditional beliefs.
However, there are still negative attitudes towards homosexuality amongst
the general public as most people do not accept that same-sexuality is part
of African culture. In addition, due to the influence of Christianity people
believe that same-sexuality is a sin.
The Gay and Lesbian Archives were established in 1997 to create and
document our own history of same-sexuality. The history of black lesbians
had been extremely difficult to uncover until we started focusing on samesex sangomas in 1999. 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 it has existed for a very long time, but no one is supposed to talk
about this. When pressed our elders acknowledge that it has always
existed secretly among sangomas.
When a few young sangomas in their twenties started coming out in the
last ten years in Soweto, they received a hard time from their trainers and
other older heterosexual sangomas. When I came out, my elders were
angry and upset with me for revealing that I was a same-sex sangoma. In
order to provide support to same-sex sangomas, I started an informal
group two years ago for about 40 same-sex sangomas. This group attend
sangoma ceremonies together. The increasing numbers of out same-sex
sangomas in Soweto has slowly changed the attitudes of the older
sangomas over the past few years.
Same-sex sangomas are powerful people at the centre of African culture.
They therefore occupy a special position in society as they are respected
and feared. Sangomas who are involved in same-sex relationships don’t
have the problem of being harassed by the community. Lesbian rape is a
punishment and seen as necessary by thugs in order to teach visible lesbians
a lesson. However same-sex sangomas are not raped as people are afraid of
the sangomas because of the power that they believe sangomas have.
The interviewees
The research that I discuss in this paper challenges the idea that samesexuality is unAfrican. I interviewed five same-sex sangomas in Soweto,
where I now live, and its surroundings and in the rural area where I come
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from in KwaZulu-Natal, which is still very traditional and patriarchal
(about a five-hour drive from Johannesburg).
I didn’t have any problem getting these women to talk to me about
topics regarding same-sexuality, which are taboo, as they trusted me as a
fellow same-sex sangoma. They were concerned about revealing their
identity and allowed me to interview them on condition that their names
are changed. One interviewee didn’t want me to use a tape recorder when
I was interviewing her.
All the interviews I did took place in their homes. All of the women
spoke about their relationships with their ancestral wives. Thandi,
Hlengiwe and Ndlovu are in their forties and fifties and belong to a
generation which came of age during the years of apartheid, when samesexuality was repressed by the government, while Zodwa and Stallion
have come of age during the new democracy and are now in their late
teens and early twenties.
Hlengiwe (pseudonym) is in her mid-forties and lives in rural KwaZuluNatal. She lives with her ancestral wife with whom she has been having a
long-term secret sexual relationship for 14 years.
Thandi (pseudonym) is in her late fifties and lives a few hours away
from Johannesburg in a peri-urban area in the North West Province. She
lives with her male husband who is also a sangoma and who does not
know about her same-sex relationships. She has had sexual relationships
with her ancestral wives and trains many young same-sex sangomas.
Ndlovu (ancestral pseudonym) is a lesbian in her early forties. She grew
up in Soweto with her grandmother. She had to leave school at the end of
primary school as her family were having financial difficulties and she had
to go and work as a domestic worker. She came out at the age of 16 and
received the calling to become a sangoma at the age of 18. She is involved
in a same-sex relationship with a woman whom she chose herself and she
has an ancestral wife with whom she does not have a sexual relationship.
Stallion (pseudonym) is a butch lesbian in her early twenties who was
born and raised in Soweto. She has a same-sex sangoma partner who is
also her ancestral wife in a more modern sense. She negotiated her choice
of a wife with the ancestors who helped her choose her partner. They have
separate sangoma practices but help each other with their work.
Zodwa is an 18-year-old HIV-positive young bisexual girl born in
KwaZulu-Natal and now living in an informal settlement in Soweto. She
grew up in a poor family and never disclosed to anyone that she was raped
by her stepfather at the age of 10. After her mother passed away 4 years
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ago she had transactional sex with men in order to survive financially.
Before she went for training she had boyfriends. At the time she was
interviewed she was in her final year of high school and was also training
to be a sangoma. She was having her first same-sex relationship with her
trainer. She considers herself to be her trainer’s ancestral wife.
The ancestral calling
In order to become a sangoma, a person needs to receive the calling from
their ancestors. Ancestors play a critical role in the life of a sangoma. The
ancestors are the holy spirits of deceased family members or people
outside the family, and provide us with the gift of healing and the ability
to predict what will happen in the future.
The calling to become a sangoma is not a choice for the person
concerned. It is something that is chosen by the ancestors. The ancestral
spirit awakens within the chosen person who then becomes sick or
mentally disturbed or gets visions or dreams. Some hear voices in their
ears but they don’t see the person they are talking to. Some experience
dizziness. Usually the calling is experienced as a tough situation. The
calling came to the women I interviewed at an early age in different ways:
Zodwa started to receive her calling last year when she was staying with
her boyfriend. Her calling first came in the form of dizziness:
It came to me as dizziness. I felt like I wanted to go outside to the
toilet and after that dizziness I didn’t know what happened.
These signs cannot be ignored, as they become more intense until the
chosen person accepts the direction that their ancestors have chosen for
them and goes for training.
In Zodwa’s case, her dizziness and mental disturbances continued to
occur at school when her ancestor was present. Her teachers advised her
to follow the calling:
My teachers told me that I should follow the calling.
Hlengiwe heard the voice of her ancestor and had a vision of his face in
the water when he directed her to go to the cave where he left his bag of
divination bones before he died:
When I was 18 I was already grown-up. One day when I went to fetch
water from the dam I saw the face of an old man. I looked behind me,
thinking that maybe he was standing behind me, but to my surprise he

234

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 235

Chapter Seven
was not there. Quickly I turned and looked right into the water. The
old man’s face was there. Then he said; ‘I am your great-grandfatherin-law. I am the one who sent your husband to pay lobola [bride-price]
for you. I want you to go and take the bag of bones which were mine
there in the cave, don’t be afraid. I will tell the family where you are.
I want you to go now. Don’t look back.’ I found myself going to that
cave the old man was telling me about. On the way I kept on hearing
the voice of this old man saying don’t look back, but in my heart I
wanted to look back. When I arrived at the cave it was late and dark.
The calling came to Stallion when she was still at school. She was doing
grade 11 and became mentally disturbed when she started seeing children
who appeared to her to be babies. She became violent, wanting to hit them.
She then left home and school and started to roam around. Eventually she
found a sangoma who could help her, heal her and she started her training:
Oh! I was sick a little with my head so I was fighting with other
children. It was only a fight because a teacher that I told, she was my
class teacher, I told her: ‘You know I feel sick’. So she didn’t
understand what kind of a sickness I had because even I, in my body,
didn’t understand that sickness, what kind of a sickness I had, but I
felt that I was sick. I saw children at school who looked like babies.
When they made noises those noises made me mad, so I beat a child
and when the principal talked to me I promised to beat the principal
too. So then it happened that they saw that I wasn’t alright and this
is when I started to go around.
Although the calling comes to sangomas in different ways, they can’t run
away from it. They end up going to answer it. The person needs to find
their trainer, which is not an easy task, and they need to accept that they
need to go for training to become a sangoma. Ndlovu became sick when
she was 18 and continued to be sick until she answered the calling:
I got very sick; I had severe headaches, I had pain all over my body.
They took me to the hospital and I was admitted.
She kept on going in and out of the hospital but she didn’t get better.
One day she had a dream and that dream enabled her to accept her calling:
I had a dream in which I was locked inside the elevator. I couldn’t
breathe and I was in trouble, and the elevator was going up and down
until finally it opened and a woman appeared.
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The woman who appeared to her in her dream was her ancestor, her
great-grandmother. Ndlovu told her grandmother in the morning and her
grandmother took her to a prophet who helped her accept that she needed
to answer her calling.
The power of the ancestors
Every sangoma has many ancestors who have different roles in their
healing work. All the women I interviewed, with the exception of Ndlovu,
have dominant male ancestors.
Interestingly, Ndlovu is the only sangoma interviewed who has a dominant
female ancestor. Her main ancestor is her paternal grandmother, MaThoko.
There are many sangomas in her father’s family. Although MaThoko is her
most powerful ancestor, Ndlovu takes her male ancestor’s name as her own:
My father’s mother is named MaThoko. She is the strongest because
when things are bad she is the first one to appear; she guides me in
everything that I do.
Hlengiwe describes how her dominant male ancestor, Muzi (her
husband’s great-grandfather), predicted that she would continue his work:
Muzi left his family side and came to this mountain to build his house.
He never had a wife or a child, he was all alone; he dedicated all of his
time to his work. The children that he had, they were only the children
of the ancestors [amathwasa]. Before he died he went back to his
family side and told them that his time had come to leave the world
and they shouldn’t worry about his things, he had put them in a safe
place. He told his brother that one of their sons will bring a woman to
this family, and that woman is going to be the one who will find where
he put his bags, and his spirit will live through that woman.
The sangoma experiences the ancestral presence as extremely powerful.
When an ancestor is present, the sangoma feels the presence in different
ways, including a physical sensation on the shoulder or in the head. Others
are able to have a conversation with their ancestors without seeing them.
Ndlovu has different ways to feel her ancestor’s presence, and she roars
in order to call them:
I feel them in my shoulders, then in my stomach, then my whole body
will became numb and I will feel extremely hot. I will feel like my head
is spinning, I will burn and roar, then I will know that they are there.
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Zodwa’s main ancestor is a male. She feels her ancestor’s spirit on her
shoulder and her back:
When I call the ancestors there is a part of the body that is heavy and
feels like there is something that is sitting on you, like here on your
back, shoulders and on your head. When you are calling the ancestors,
when you are dancing, there is someone entering you.
The training
Each sangoma needs to find the right trainer. This involves a process that
is guided by the ancestors. Zodwa knew right away that she had found the
right trainer:
You see, when I met with my trainer I knew then that I was supposed
to be there and she will be the one helping me.
When Hlengiwe arrived at the cave that she was directed to by her
ancestor, her trainer was waiting for her there:
When I got there I found an old lady standing outside the cave. She
said to me, I have been waiting here for you. Your ancestors told me
you were going to come. She took me inside, dressed me in amabhayi
[traditional material], put this white muthi [medicinal herbs] on my
face and all of my body. My hair was twisted by this old lady. She
taught me how to grind muthi and how to use it. I started my training
by the time I got there. I stayed there for two years.
Hlengiwe also had to go for training under the water where she could
be trained by the ancestors who live there:
Sometimes I go to stay inside the water for a month and then after
that I come out.
The search for the right trainer may involve going to several sangomas:
Ndlovu’s ancestors guided her from the prophet her grandmother took
her to initially, to a sangoma’s house where she found her trainer:
When I woke-up I asked what happened. They told me that the
ancestor had visited me and he was saying he doesn’t want to be here.
He said I must go to a sangoma not a prophet, and I passed out from
time to time.
When the ancestors came to her this time she didn’t waste any time. She
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packed her things and went to where she was supposed to be in the middle
of the night. She didn’t know where she was going but she went:
I went out of the house, I walked a long distance and I was not afraid,
until I arrived at some house that I didn’t know.
This was the house to which the ancestors had sent her. Later she gave
the people of that house her address and they are the ones who went and
told her family that she was with them.
For most sangomas training is a hard time because of the harsh
conditions and the requirement to wake up well before sunrise.
Attitudes to same-sexuality during training
Some trainers have difficulties understanding and accepting same-sex
trainees which makes things more difficult for the thwasas (trainees).
Stallion came out to her trainer who thought she was a hermaphrodite as
she looks like a boy. He was confused as he saw that she menstruated. She
felt humiliated as he asked her to get undressed so he could see her
genitals. She doesn’t want to remember her training days as they bring
back painful memories:
[The following information is not recorded on the audiotape] … so I
trained, although during the training there are some other things that
happened to me. As my trainer was a man he wanted to be sure that
I was a girl. One day he asked me to get undressed so that he could
see if I was a girl or if I was a hermaphrodite, and sometimes he
would want to know if I was having my periods because I was sick.
I just let him see what he wanted to see, and after that he started to
understand me. All of that made me hate the training.
Same-sex experiences during training
Sexuality of any kind is taboo during training. However, training can
occur in different ways and two of the sangomas interviewed reported
having same-sex experiences with their trainers for the first time while
they were still in training.
Hlengiwe’s first same-sex experience was with her trainer towards the
end of her training period of two years:
One day on my 20th birthday I was sitting with this old lady when
she asked me if ever I had slept with a man. I said: ‘no’, then she said:
‘what about a woman?’ I said: ‘no, how can I sleep with a woman
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while I am woman’. She said: ‘you can because I know inside of you
there is a part that wants another woman’. I couldn’t disagree with
her because I knew she was telling the truth. There is a part of me
which I choose to ignore. When I was staying with my half-sisters
sometimes I wanted more from them; I wanted to kiss their lips and
touch them. But I couldn’t tell anyone because I knew I would have
been beaten if I spoke about that kind of thing in my family. She told
me to get undressed and be naked as she was my trainer. I didn’t ask
why, and she instructed me to go swim in the dam. After 20 minutes
I should come back. I did as I was instructed, then after 20 minutes
I came back naked to the cave. It was dark when she sent me to swim
at the dam. After coming back I found out that she had laid a cloth
for me to lie down on, then she told me to lie down on my back and
relax. I did as she said. As I was lying down she came naked and knelt
next to me, started to caress me, kissed my body all over. I was
nervous, my body was trembling. Then she said: ‘Muzi [ancestral
pseudonym], do you want to have a woman or not’; then I found
myself giving in. I started then to sleep with this woman and I was
able to be free.
Zodwa is involved in a secret same-sex relationship with her trainer:
The person whom I’m involved with is my trainer; even the ancestors
they do allow our relationship.
She is aware that the ancestors don’t want her to have sexual relations
while she is in training:
Okay, we are still waiting as I’m still in training.
Zodwa feels that both their ancestors accept their relationship even
though this is a trainer-thwasa (trainee) relationship as they are not
showing their anger.
Ancestors and same-sexuality
Zodwa was not aware of her same-sexuality before she went for training
and attributes her feelings to her ancestors. Zodwa feels that her ancestors
make her feel more sexual:
I don’t know why they make me love sex.
She goes on to say that her ancestral grandmother had been in a samesex marriage and had lived together with their children:
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From my father’s side there is only one who’s a woman involved with
another woman, they became pregnant by some of their brothers.
When Nkunzi asked her if she attributes her same-sexuality to this
grandmother, she answered ‘yes’:
N: So you think she is the one that’s making you like that?
Z: Yes.
She feels that the ancestors accept same-sexuality as many sangomas are
in same-sex relationships and same-sex marriages have always been
allowed:
N: So do you think that the ancestors allow [same-sexuality]?
Z: Yes, they do agree because some of the sangomas took wives. You find
that a person is a female and she takes another female to be her wife.
This has happened from ancient times; it’s something that you are
born with. If it wasn’t allowed there wouldn’t be so many sangomas
like you (pointing at Nkunzi who is an out lesbian sangoma).
Hlengiwe was married to her husband at a very young age in a marriage
arranged by her father. She described how the ancestors in the form of a
snake prevented her husband from having sex with her the first time he
initiated sex:
I was fast asleep; I didn’t hear him when he came inside the door. I
only heard him when he started to kiss me and I didn’t know what to
do because that was the first time I had a man next to me. My body
started to shiver and my heart was beating so fast. He told me to
relax, everything was going to be alright, and then he undressed me.
A part of me wanted to cry, another part of me wanted to run away.
Inside my heart I knew I didn’t have feelings for him. During that
moment I felt something sitting on top of my stomach and then when
he tried to get on top of me he just jumped off and said: ‘There is a
snake on top of your stomach’. I sat up straight and the snake kept
on playing around my naked body. It crawled down from my bed
onto the floor and left my bedroom. Then he said to me that my
ancestors are strong. I went back to sleep; he slept in my bedroom but
he didn’t do what he wanted. In the morning when we woke up he
told me that he dreamt of his great-grandfathers. They told him not
to touch me until I was 18 years.

240

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 241

Chapter Seven
Thandi has ten male ancestors and one female. All of these ancestors
have destroyed her sexual feelings towards men. I asked her if a female
ancestor doesn’t bother her by wanting a man and she said they had
destroyed her feelings towards men. Thandi feels that her ancestors didn’t
like her to be with men and didn’t like her husband, who was also a
sangoma. She went against her feelings and those of her ancestors in order
to comply with her father’s wishes to remain married:
You know at training it was just that my ancestor didn’t like me, even
this one (pointing at her husband). I only stayed with him because of
my father. He told me that he doesn’t want to die leaving me without
a husband.
Her dominant ancestor brings her amathwasa (trainees), most of whom
live a same-sex lifestyle. She would be happy to perform same-sex
marriages for her thwasa. She thinks that one of her ancestors had a samesex orientation as he never wanted her to behave like a woman and
wanted her to have a wife:
I did think about it, that maybe of these ancestors there was one who
was living this life.
She feels that same-sexuality amongst sangomas is permitted and
encouraged by the ancestors.
I could say it’s allowed because it’s popular amongst sangomas. I
think it’s made popular by these ancestors ...
Stallion’s dominant ancestor is a baby boy by the name of Mandla. He
doesn’t have a direct influence on her gender or sexuality as he is too
young. He provides her with her healing powers:
Mandla is the dominant ancestor. He has the power and he is the one
that tells me everything.
Her other male ancestors influence her relationships with women in that
they want her to be monogamous:
In my life in general they have stopped me from going out at night
and I mustn’t change girls. ‘Cause I was a player, probably I would
have had it [HIV]. So they have chosen a girl for me.
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Ancestral wives – unyankwabe or uhlaka lwenyanga
Traditionally, every sangoma is allowed to have an ancestral wife to help
them with their healing work. Ancestral wives have an important role to
play in relation to the ancestors. They help the sangoma by collecting
herbs or preparing their attire for ceremonies.
She helps me in mixing the herbs [muthi] or if someone is supposed
to take a bath of herbs and steam [ukufutha] she does all that
(Hlengiwe).
When the ancestor is here he will want Gabi to be around to
prepare water and to dress me as she is doing all these things. She’s
not doing them to me; she’s actually doing them to Ndlovu [ancestor]
(Ndlovu).
Often the ancestral wife is a younger person.
Unyankwabe is a child that you are given from home to help you and
when there is a traditional ceremony he or she will close the
ceremony. It doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or a girl.
The sex of the ancestral wife is immaterial as it is not supposed to be a
sexual relationship:
Unyankwabe is a person you are given by the ancestors; if you are a
sangoma you have to have someone to look after you. It may be your
husband, your sister or your uncle; anyone that the ancestors will
choose for you to trust and believe in, that is unyankwabe.
The dominant male ancestor, who is often unmarried at the time of his
death, usually chooses a wife whom he instructs his female sangoma to
marry. Hlengiwe feels that Nomsa was chosen for her by her ancestor and
that she had no choice in the matter:
Muzi chose her; I didn’t have anything to do with it.
The sangoma or her family needs to pay lobola (bride-price) to the wife’s
family. Hlengiwe’s story is very interesting and unusual. All her same-sex
experiences have been initiated in sacred spaces. First her trainer initiated
her into the realm of same-sexuality, and then her ancestor Muzi used her
husband as a means of finding a wife for her. Her dominant ancestor,
Muzi, happens to be a relative of her husband and sends her husband
messages through dreams. Hlengiwe describes how her husband was told
by Muzi to leave her alone sexually as she belonged to the ancestor. Her
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husband then asked her to go and live in the house where Muzi used to
live. This is a distance away from the homestead where her husband lives
with his other four wives:
Although I was married my husband didn’t have sex with me, but I
was married to him. We sat down and he told me that his grandfather
Muzi has been coming to his dreams telling him that he should leave
me alone, I don’t belong to him, I only belong to his grandfather. And
when I was gone he had married another woman. Because I’m the
woman of his ancestors he gave me his grandfather’s house. He said
if I need anything I should ask. Then that’s how I separated from him.
Her husband later had difficulty having children with his other three
wives and came to Hlengiwe for assistance. They performed a ceremony
for the ancestors after which her husband was instructed to marry another
wife who would stay with Hlengiwe as her ancestral wife. Her husband
therefore helps her by paying lobola for an ancestral wife when Muzi
instructs him to do so:
After a week of that ceremony my husband came to me. He told me
that the ancestors have the answer; they said that if he wants to have
a child firstly he [must] go and marry a [specific] girl. They told him,
‘She must stay here with you,’ then I didn’t disagree with him. I told
him that if his grandfather wants [this] he shouldn’t wait. We agreed
that he is going to go to pay the lobola for the ancestors. But the girl
is going to stay with me because he was not ready for the other wife,
and then he went on with the agreement. He went to look for the
family because he knew the girl and the place the ancestors had
shown him in his dream. Then he came back two days after with the
family members who accompanied him there. They came back and
they told me that they found the family of the girl. But the girl was
not there as she was at work. The girl’s family said they would send
for her and when she arrived they would send a message for us. A
month from then the girl came on her own. She asked for my husband
and my husband talked to her. He explained everything to her. They
were sitting in my husband’s house. I wasn’t there; I was just here
with my children [amathwasa]. After they talked with my husband
she wanted to see me and then my husband came here and told me
that the girl is here and that he had told her the whole story, so she is
asking to see me. I said they can bring her, and they brought her to
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me. We went inside the house and closed the door. We sat down and
started to talk.
The issue of a sexual relationship within an ancestral marriage is historically
taboo. However, the taboo has been secretly broken by some sangomas such
as Hlengiwe. This is a secret relationship due to the fact that these two women
live in a conservative rural area:
My relationship with Nomsa [pseudonym] started the day she came to
find out why my husband wanted to pay lobola for her although she
had never met him before. So we explained everything to her and told
her that she will not stay with my husband but with me. I believe that’s
where it started because after my husband paid lobola for her, she
didn’t waste any time and moved in with me. Two weeks later when
we were alone she started to ask me if I was a lesbian and why I got
married [to a man]. I told her the reason why I got married and asked
her to explain the words lesbian, gay and homosexuality to me. She
explained them to me and we kept on talking. Then during our lovely
conversation, she asked me how I felt about her. Did I feel attracted
to her or what? I just didn’t know what to say; then my heart started
to beat so fast that I found myself mumbling. She kissed me and told
me that she was a lesbian but that she had to hide it because of how
life was in the rural areas. She explained that if you talked about these
things you were a sinner, so let’s keep it to ourselves. I just shook my
head, then we kissed and we never told anybody. We sleep together
staying in the same house. She helps me inside the house and even
assists with teaching the trainees. She has learnt to beat the drums and
the trainees take her as their mother. They love her so much although
they don’t know that we are lovers. It’s just between me and her.
It seems as if a secret space has been opened for Hlengiwe to have samesex experiences:
I only stay in this house with the wife of Muzi. In the people’s eyes
we are a trainee and a student. They don’t know what’s going on
behind closed doors.
She never had a problem with this situation although she finds it hard
to understand why the ancestors chose a lesbian wife for her:
I’ve been asking myself why the ancestors brought me someone who
has the same feelings as I have, but I can’t find the answer to that.
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In Thandi’s case, her ancestors asked her to pay lobola for Lucia
(pseudonym) but she never did. Lucia was secretly Thandi’s lover as well
as her ancestral wife. Her work was to help the ancestors, for example by
preparing Thandi’s ancestral clothes, taking care of her female husband,
cooking and cleaning. They became attracted to each other after Lucia
stayed with her in order to help her at home. Thandi describes her own
ambivalence about changing the relationship and how she finally realised
that their attraction was mutual. With Lucia as her ancestral wife, she
realised that they could continue their relationship in secret and no one
would suspect that they were lovers:
Lucia was the one. She was supposed to come and help me. As I was
so busy. It is like Lucia is my sister-in-law. It happened she had to
come to stay and help me. Eey! But I couldn’t [be sexual with her] as
she was still a child who was still studying, not knowing how I can get
into her. She was someone who dreamed about being involved with a
woman. It means we met being alike. Even me I dreamed about myself
with another woman who was my wife, and even her she dreamed
about a female person being a man to her. I decided that I wanted her
to be my ancestral wife so that they shouldn’t know, let’s pretend we
are ancestral wives. We are doing this so that the others don’t suspect.
Thandi’s husband knew Lucia but he didn’t know that she was Thandi
same-sex lover; he only knew her as Thandi’s ancestral wife and he
accepted her like that. Even Thandi’s mother knew her as Thandi’s
ancestral wife, and she was happy with Thandi. Thandi believes that Lucia
was chosen by the ancestors and this combined easily with her own wish
for her as she was in love with her:
It’s like Lucia was loved by my ancestor. I could say she was chosen
by my ancestor. It means that this thing of mine, I can see it combines
the wishes of my ancestor. I can put it like that.
Thandi allowed the ancestors in the form of a male spirit to sleep with
Lucia. She said that, ‘The ancestor comes to visit and sleep with her.’
Stallion feels that she shares her wife with her ancestor. She explained
that her ancestral wife, who is also a sangoma, is both her wife and her
ancestor’s wife:
You know what I can say. I chose her and they helped me too. My
ancestral wife helps me and she’s an inyanga [diviner].
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She believes her ancestors chose her so that they could help each other.
She doesn’t believe that the ancestors influence her sexuality entirely, and
assumes responsibility for her own same-sex desire.
The situation for Ndlovu is different as she has her own same-sex lover
and her male ancestor has an ancestral wife with whom he has a non-sexual
relationship. Ndlovu’s male ancestor has a woman called Gabi who belongs
to him as his ancestral wife. There is no sexual relationship between Gabi,
who is a young teenager, and Ndlovu:
I told you that he has a woman. She belongs to the ancestor. Her
name is Gabi. When the ancestor is here he will want Gabi to be
around to prepare water and to dress him. As she is doing all these
things to me. She is actually doing them to Ndlovu [ancestor]. Gabi
is still very young, this year she turns 13.
Ndlovu (the sangoma) chose her own partner:
Ndlovu [my ancestor] chose his woman and I chose mine. I loved
Nomadlozi and she was the woman for me.
I was told that he has chosen a woman that will take care of him,
and I went to the girl’s parents to tell them that their child has been
chosen by the ancestor and how things are going to be from now on.
I must even give some of the money to the ancestral woman, and I
must take care of her.
Ndlovu’s female dominant ancestor is not involved in the process of
getting an ancestral wife. The ancestral wife belongs to her male ancestor
and not to her, so she is not allowed to have any sexual relationship with
her ancestral wife.
Zodwa is in a complicated secret relationship with her trainer who has
another girlfriend. She thinks that she may be her trainer’s ancestral wife,
although she’s not even sure about her status as there is another wife or
girlfriend who isn’t a sangoma. The fact that she is able to communicate
with her female husband’s ancestors and both of them are sangomas
makes her feel that she is the ancestral wife:
What can I say about being an ancestral wife? The way I’m thinking
about it, I don’t know, because she has a wife. I don’t think it is right
for a person to have two partners, but with me I feel that my partner
took me because I’m going to be a sangoma and she’s a sangoma too.
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It is her responsibility to take care of her female husband and the ancestral
place where she consults:
As I’m an ancestral wife my work is to look after my sangoma
husband and the ancestral place, but with the other wife I just don’t
know.
She believes that as the ancestral wife she has to dress in a respectful
way; she mustn’t wear trousers, she must dress as a traditional woman
wearing long skirts and dresses.
The older wife doesn’t know about their involvement and thinks that
Zodwa is only the trainee:
I won’t say anything because she hasn’t told her anything.
Identifying as a man
There is frequently a male- or female-identified partner in same-sex
relationships amongst black lesbians in South Africa. It is interesting that
only Thandi identified as male irrespective of the influence of her male
ancestor.
Thandi is very masculine-looking and moves like a man. She identifies
as more masculine and feels that she is more of a man than a woman.
Thandi identifies as a man and has always felt that she is a man:
With me [being] a man, I never wanted a man. When my father used
to ask us what we will do when we grow up, my sister would say she’s
going to get married. And I’d say: ‘No Dad, I don’t want to get
married, I’m a man myself.’ I’d say that to my father and he would
say: ‘What do you mean? How can you become a man while you’re
a woman?’ I’d say: ‘I don’t want a man. I’m a man myself.’
While she was growing up she was a tomboy, as she played athletic
games, and when playing mother-father games as a child she wanted to be
the husband. She felt attracted to women and wanted to be with another
woman from an early age:
Even from school I never had anyone I was involved with until I grew
up. I reached 23 not having anyone to be involved with. I only had
feelings for girls or women, not knowing what causes this thing. It
came from my heart. It was a thing inside my heart. I told myself that
I don’t want a man, I’ll marry a female. It was like that even when I
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was asleep; I dreamt of a woman, I said I’m not a woman and I’ll
never be a woman until I go to my grave.
Although Thandi’s own same-sex desire and feelings matched those of
her male ancestors, she never saw the influence from the ancestors but as
a thing inside of herself:
No, from me I didn’t hide with my ancestors, with me this thing was
in me. As I said, I wasn’t involved with men, it was just in me.
Thandi’s own feelings of masculinity were always present from the time
she was a child. They became more understandable to her after she
received the calling and realised that she had male ancestors:
I always felt like a man inside; you know with me this thing caught
me before I went into training, before I entered into the ancestors. By
the time I went to the ancestors I already had it, but I didn’t know
what it was. I took it as the ancestors because I have male ancestors.
Thandi refused to be in the role of ancestral ‘wife’ to her first same-sex
lover, who was also a sangoma. In order to prove her masculinity she
would get into physical fights with her first lover:
I was the one who was beating her up when I saw her talking with
someone.
The situation for sangomas is complicated by the fact that when the
dominant male ancestor is present the sangoma feels that she takes on his
maleness and becomes a man.
When Ndlovu’s male ancestor is around she feels like a man:
Yes, he does influence me. There are times when I feel that I am a
man, then I will know that my ancestor is in my blood.
It is clear that Hlengiwe does not consider Nomsa to be her own wife;
in her view she is her dominant male ancestor Muzi’s wife:
No [she is not a wife] for me, she is for Muzi the ancestor. Me, I have
a husband who I don’t even know. I love him and I have never had
sex with him. I only have sex with Muzi’s wife.
Hlengiwe acknowledges that her ancestor Muzi enjoys sex with Nomsa.
When her ancestor is present, Hlengiwe becomes a man and behaves like him:
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No, I didn’t influence myself to be a man, it is only Muzi who
influences me, but he influences me when he is around. But when it’s
time for Muzi to come, I become a man, like when I dance or when
I’m at my consulting room [emsamo]. My voice changes and my body
becomes tough – that’s when I become a man. Muzi loves sex. I will
tell you everything. After dancing I don’t have to stay at that place. I
have to take Nomsa and we come straight home. Then we do it until
he is fine, and my dear I’ll be like a man.
However, most of the time Muzi’s spirit is not inside her and she feels
and behaves like a lady:
In my general life he doesn’t [influence me]. As you see me right now,
I’m a hundred percent lady and I don’t wish to be a man. I’m a lady
who loves her womanhood and I love the woman next to me.
In their relationship Hlengiwe does not feel that she is in the male role:
In our relationship there is no role of any man. We are just two
women loving each other.
There are times in the interview when Hlengiwe downplays her male
ancestor’s role and emphasises that he only makes her feel like a man in
relation to her wife in sangoma-related matters. However, when she is not
in her healing mode she feels like a woman and relates to her wife as a
woman who loves another woman.
Identifying as a lesbian
Many urban sangomas involved in same-sex relationships identify as
lesbian. Ndlovu, who is in her early forties and lives in Soweto, identifies
as a lesbian:
I do consider myself to be a lesbian. I am not ashamed of who I am.
I do not have a problem with that. No, I am a lesbian, because after
that rape incident I managed to find a girlfriend.
She attends gay and lesbian pride marches and gay parties and taverns:
I do go to [gay] parties, and when there are events I do go and I also
go to the shebeens [taverns in private homes in the townships]. I want
to open a ladies’ club one day.
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Ndlovu always felt like a boy while she was growing up:
I never felt like a girl, I felt like a boy. I was never fascinated by the
beauty. I used to go barefoot and I didn’t have a problem and I used
to cut my hair very short, so I was a boy.
Stallion identifies as a young butch lesbian:
I’m not a man and I’m not a woman. I’m a lesbian and I’m butch.
In spite of everything that has happened to her she is still proud about
her homosexuality and identifies as a lesbian. She had her first samesex experience when she was eight years old and knew she was gay since
that time:
I was gay before I became a sangoma; my ancestors attacked me at
the time that I was already gay.
Stallion has attended two gay pride marches and reported that these
helped her to feel part of a broader LGBT group. Before that she had felt
alone. She also started attending the predominantly black gay and lesbian
church in Johannesburg before she got her calling to become a sangoma.
She had a strong lesbian identity before she received her calling and does
not relate her gender to her ancestors. Even though Stallion’s dominant
ancestor is a male she says he doesn’t influence her to be a man. She denies
that her ancestors influence her to be a man.
Zodwa identifies as bisexual as until now she has always been involved
with men. Her same-sex partner identifies herself as a lesbian and Zodwa
doesn’t want to be involved with men any more:
I don’t want men in my life any more. I don’t think I’ll ever want
them in my life. I love my partner with all my heart. I’m just in the
middle, I’m bisexual for now. I don’t want a boy any more.
Zodwa has not come out regarding her sexuality. She is not involved
with any LGBT organisation or church. She goes for counselling to an
organisation where a lot of LGBT people work.
Although Hlengiwe is ambivalent about taking responsibility for her
relationship with her wife, she admits that she does identify as a lesbian and
at this time doesn’t attribute her feelings or her marriage to her ancestor:
Oh! Okay I will say yes [I regard myself as a lesbian], because in my
life I never slept with a man. To be touched by a woman, kissed by a
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woman and to be fucked by a woman is what I know. [If I said I
wanted] a man to be on top of me I would be lying. Yes I’m married
to a man but we never had sex and again our marriage is dead. The
only marriage that is alive is the one of me and Nomsa.
Disclosure
Two of the older sangomas from rural areas kept their same-sex life secret.
Hlengiwe could not disclose her same-sexual feelings to her trainer, her
family, her trainees or to other sangomas or to her community.
No, they don’t know, because here something like this is so sinful you
don’t go telling everybody about it. That is the way me and my
partner we decide to keep it to ourself. So other sangomas know
nothing about us, they just know that Nomsa is my unyankwabe who
was chosen by the ancestor Muzi and me. I’m married. So they don’t
know what’s going on behind our closed door. It’s only me and her
who knows what’s going on when we close this door of ours.
To other sangomas she is the ancestral wife:
I don’t know what they think, but whatever they are thinking they
keep it inside their heart. Because I have never heard anyone say
anything; they only know Nomsa as the wife of Muzi. She is looking
after the house when I’ve gone to work outside, and when I go to the
ceremony she comes with me to dress me and look after me while I’m
dancing. Because you know that the sangoma likes to try a person, so
Nomsa is there to watch my back. So the community knows her as
the unyakwabe wami [ancestral wife] that Muzi chose for me.
When I asked her what she would do if anyone found out about her
secret, she answered that it was such a well-kept secret for 14 years that
her husband who is now at the end of his life had never said anything:
I don’t know about that, but I don’t think that they will ever find out
because it’s been a long time from 1988 till now. Nomsa was 26 and
I was 32 years when she came here. Now she’s 40 years and I am 46
years and no one has ever said anything. Even my husband who is
dying of old age he never suspected a thing, but you will never know
what a person is thinking when he is alone ...
The first person that Thandi disclosed to was a doctor who responded
positively. The doctor’s advice was unusual for that time in that he
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encouraged her to be true to her same-sex desires:
Yes, I did tell the other doctor I was having a womb problem. When I
went to the clinic the doctor told me that I should find someone I
should be involved with. I said, ‘No, I don’t want a male person. I don’t
have feelings for male people. I only have feelings for female persons.’
He said to me, ‘That thing is there but mostly it’s overseas. I know
about it and it’s there. You must try to find someone, the one that you
want so that you can live alright.’ But I took some time because I didn’t
know how does this thing come and what’s happening.
Thandi however got married twice to men in order to satisfy her father.
She is currently married to a male sangoma. Her parents knew how she felt
about women, but she sacrificed her feelings and got married to two men
that she didn’t love. She later started having relationships with women.
Three of the interviewees were able to first confide in their mothers.
Eventually Thandi spoke to her mother about her same-sex feelings. Her
mother was supportive and told her that she didn’t understand about that
lifestyle but she knew about such things, which were referred to as
‘mummy-baby’ relationships:
No, my child, I don’t know about this thing, but I remember before
when we were growing up I heard them saying this one is my mummy
and this one my baby. I don’t know what I should say. It’s something
like that. She said maybe you will find someone who will show you
what’s happening.
Thandi’s mother knew her ancestral wife Lucia and accepted her. Apart
from her mother, Thandi only told her trainees (same-sex) about her feelings
and relationships. She couldn’t disclose her same-sexuality to anyone else:
No, I never went to them [white gays and lesbians], as I was hiding
myself and this one (pointing to her husband). I was hiding it from
him, that’s why I couldn’t meet other people.
Stallion first came out to her mother who was very supportive. This
could be a result of changing attitudes to same-sexuality post 1994:
You know what, my mother she’s someone who’s open in such a way
that she asked me, that I should explain better to her. Then I
explained to her, ‘Mother I love girls and I don’t love them with like,
I love them with love.’
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Her mother then told the rest of her family and made sure that they also
supported her:
Then it was my mother’s job to tell them. That this person feels this
way and so there is no one in this house who has the right to be
against [this].
Although she had her family’s support the community was against her.
Stallion grew up being called a stabane (derogatory word for homosexual)
in the township and experienced a great deal of discrimination and
violence from her community:
So in my growing up I grow up being a big stabane [homosexual] who
nearly died, who was even undressed in the middle of the street. Like
I have experienced many things in my life, even in gay life, you get
what I’m saying. So things were not so easy [looking sad]; the things
that have happened to me, they are many. Some of them they hurt
because I came to a part were I was chased with guns. People wanted
to see if I’m a girl or a boy and they stabbed me because I’m gay.
The first person Ndlovu told was her mother. Her mother was not
happy about it but later accepted her although the rest of her family have
not accepted her:
My family doesn’t like it, but I think they are afraid to confront me.
I sat down with my mother and told her about my lifestyle and she
was not happy and a long time later she came back and accepted me.
With the rest of the family I don’t care as my mother had accepted me
for who I am.
She came out to her family and community when she was interviewed by
a local magazine:
The community knows because I appeared in a True Love magazine,
and even when I moved, people recognised me there.
Ndlovu feels that heterosexual sangomas discriminate against gay and
lesbian sangomas and therefore she prefers not to socialise with them. She
prefers to socialise with mainly lesbian sangomas:
But when it comes to my private life I do not socialise with them
because they like to discriminate against us. I socialise with lesbians
most of the time, all my friends are lesbians [sangomas]. We meet at
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the ritual ceremonies and that helps us to be together and we are able
to use the ancestors. We find it OK because there is no one who is
going to give any problems about their prejudice. We meet at parties
and have fun. And it is open for every lesbian whether you are a
sangoma or not, it doesn’t matter.
Zodwa has not told anyone about her same-sex relationship, as she is
involved with her trainer while she is still training to become a sangoma.
This is taboo.
Christianity
Two sangomas have rejected the church due to the fact that Christianity
labels same-sexuality as a sin. On the other hand they feel that the
ancestors are more open-minded and accept their same-sexuality. Thandi
ignores the Bible as she feels that homosexuality is natural and therefore
should not be labelled negatively. Her sangoma belief system is much
stronger than her belief in Christianity, so this wasn’t difficult for her to
do:
The Bible when I read it I found out that this is not allowed. I found
out but I asked myself how is this not allowed, how did it come and
work for us if it’s not allowed. If a thing is not allowed, how does it
come and I enjoy it but it’s not allowed.
Ndlovu describes her reluctance to attend church due to the intolerance
she experiences there:
The church has one problem with my lesbianism. They try everything
in their power to pray for me. I am even reluctant to go to church
these days because I cannot take it. Yes, they know that I am a lesbian
and they don’t like it at all.
On the other hand her ancestors don’t mind and she thinks it even may
be advantageous for lesbian sangomas as they don’t get involved with
men, which can cause problems with the ancestors:
The way I see it they are OK with me because they never complain
even once. We are different from the straight people who encounter
problems with the ancestors if they are involved with a man.
Despite the fact that there is a lot of homophobia in the church, two of
the sangomas interviewed believe in both the church and the ancestors.
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They have no problem praying to God and communicating with the
ancestors. Stallion is a prophet in the church as well as a sangoma and
used to attend the gay and lesbian church (Hope and Unity Metropolitan
Community Church) before she went for training:
I’m still attending church; as I have told you I’m a prophet, I do pray
a lot.
Stallion is able to reconcile her ancestral beliefs with those of the church
as she sees her spiritual powers as coming from both the church and from
her ancestors who are working together to make her more powerful:
You know what, what happened is because of what both these
powers are doing. In that way you cannot use only one, they can
[both work at the same time].
Zodwa was raised by a family who believed in both the ancestors and
the church. They attended an indigenous church that encompassed both
traditional and Christian beliefs. She explained that she can reach God
either through the mediation of the ancestors or through the church and
prayer:
I do believe in both because the ancestors are the people who are
helping me most of the time. Because they are the ones who can help
me to get through to God, and even when I pray through church I can
get through to God. He answers my prayers. They do go along
together.
Sexual practices
Only two of the sangomas were prepared to talk about their same-sex
practices. This is due to the fact that discussing sexuality is taboo in our
culture. They are Thandi, a 58-year-old lesbian, and Stallion, a 21-yearold butch.
When I asked Thandi to tell me about her sexual practices, I thought she
was going to be embarrassed. However, she wasn’t, and just smiled at me
and looked at the fingers of her right hand: ‘I was using my fingers’. She
achieves orgasm by fingering her partner and doesn’t want to be touched
during sex:
I was the only one doing it. I didn’t want to be touched. I was
becoming alright. Even now no one touches me.
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Thandi wanted to buy sperm to make her partner pregnant, but she
didn’t have the money:
She said the way she was feeling she wanted us to make a baby. Then
I asked how were we going to make a baby. She said she would be
happy if she could have my baby, and the baby should look like me.
If I was having my own money I’ll make sure that she has a baby
[using sperm donor].
I was surprised that someone of her age knows about safe sexual
practices and uses a glove:
I’m just going to put it on, as it is a glove. I’ll just put it [on].
Stallion enjoys fingering and licking her partner. She doesn’t use sex toys
after briefly experimenting with a vibrator:
I don’t use any toy (smiling), just my fingers, and I’m licking her,
that’s it (looking at her fingers and playing with her tongue).
However, Stallion does not like to be fingered by her partner although
she doesn’t mind being licked:
You know what, like in that case she doesn’t finger me, but what we
are doing. She can kiss me wherever she wants to but I won’t allow
her to finger me because I don’t feel comfortable about it.
Rape
Zodwa told me that her stepfather had raped her when she was ten years old.
This was the first time she had ever spoken about this. She hadn’t told her
family, even though he was later arrested for raping another ten-year-old:
My stepfather raped me when I was ten years old and I didn’t tell any
one about this thing, not even my own mother.
Ndlovu was raped by her trainer’s brother while she was in training and
fell pregnant. She never told anyone as she was afraid:
My trainer’s brother came when I was sleeping; he raped me. I got
pregnant because he was older. He manipulated me into having a
relationship with him and there was nothing I could have done. I was
afraid of him.
Ndlovu had his child, but she didn’t want to talk in-depth about the rape
or her child.
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HIV
Zodwa discovered that she was HIV positive this year in February after
her partner insisted that they go for the test. She hadn’t initially told her
partner about her previous history with men:
I had never told her about my history. After I told her about my
history she asked me to go and do the AIDS test.
Her partner tested negative and will be retested after the window period.
They have never used protection. As Zodwa’s partner is also
simultaneously involved with another woman, Zodwa is concerned that
both of them may be infected:
I’m the only one who’s positive right now and she’s afraid that I may
have transmitted the disease. It’s something that could happen, that
they find out that she has the disease. What will she say to her wife?
How [will she explain] where she got it?
As a result of her HIV status, things have changed between her and her
same-sex partner:
I don’t know what tomorrow has for me, but with me I’m starting to
lose hope. I won’t say I’m telling myself that everything is going to
happen the way things were before I found out that I was positive.
The way it has changed I don’t have hope, but I pray to God that she
[my partner] must keep her promises. The promises that we made
together that she’ll never leave me if I would go and check and then
I found out that I’m positive. That she was going to stay with me.
Like there is nothing that is going to change and she’s going to look
after me, as I don’t have anyone who’s looking after me.
Zodwa is too scared to ask her partner for support as she’s not sure how
her partner will react to her:
I’m scared as I’m not the kind of person who talks when there is a
problem.
Conclusion
Through the same-sex sangoma project I have found that although samesex relationships within ancestral marriages between women are supposed
to be taboo, some modern sangomas are using these marriages to have
secret sexual relationships in rural areas. In urban areas some of them are
being more public about their same-sex relationships. My feeling is that
257

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 258

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
women sangomas have always used ancestral wives as a way to have secret
same-sex relationships. The secrecy is so deep that most people still think
that same-sexuality is unAfrican.
By doing this research and by coming out myself as a same-sex sangoma,
I have been breaking the silence around sangomas and same-sexuality.
Slowly, straight sangomas are accepting me as well as my same-sex sangoma
friends. They have started to invite me to their ceremonies. They also attend
our same-sex ceremonies and say that they enjoy the way the gay guys are
cooking as it’s better than the way the straight women are cooking!
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‘I’m the black sheep of my family …’:
same-sexuality in the corners of
Swaziland

Siza Khumalo with Saskia Wieringa
Introduction
’m Siza Khumalo from Swaziland. I am one of the few people in Swaziland
who are known to be living a same-sex life. Although I did not come out
publicly, people just took me out of the closet or rather I could say that I’m
in a glass closet. I was also involved in a support group for gays and lesbians.
Through the interviews that I held, I discovered a lot of things I had
taken for granted or overlooked in Swazi culture. The way of life in
Swaziland was a very big barrier in my being able to access the kind of
information I was looking for. Lesbians are very isolated.
Swazi culture is very hierarchal and strongly patriarchal. Those at the
bottom, women and particularly lesbians, get the rawest deal. Swaziland
is a kingdom; the king has ultimate authority. Swazis are brought up
knowing that the male is the ultimate power within a household.
Customary law recognises that men have total control over their
households. For instance women can not khonta (go and ask for land
from chiefs), only men can. Thus women have no land rights. Marriage is
patrilocal, so upon marriage women move to the household of their
husbands. Regardless of the fact that the woman may have grown up and
spent her whole life in a particular area, she needs to uproot herself and
join her husband. Once the husband has paid lobola (bride-price) for her,
she belongs to him and he can do with her as he pleases. Men even have
the right to beat up their wives. Wife-beating is considered an acceptable
way for a man to discipline his wife.
Swazi culture is patrilinear. Once the head of the household, who is always
a male, dies, the land and inheritance goes to the first-born son or sons. If

I

261

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 262

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
there are no sons to receive the inheritance a brother inherits everything. He
has to marry the wife of the deceased and take over the household.
Communal control is very strong and male privilege is strictly upheld;
women are expected to behave in docile ways. The community even has a
right to expel a woman who does not behave in the so-called ‘proper’ way.
Same-sex relations in Swaziland are absolutely taboo according to both
customary law and western law. Sexuality in itself cannot even be
discussed openly. It is therefore impossible to discuss same-sex relations
publicly. Although you can be arrested when practising same-sex relations,
there has never been any record of women being arrested. This is because
they have never been caught in the act because of their closeted lives. Only
one man has ever served time for having had sex with another man.
This repressive culture of silence and denial played a major role in my
trying to get people’s stories. Originally I had identified some people
whom I felt had interesting stories to tell. Unfortunately they all withdrew
at the last moment. Ultimately I had to go to great lengths to find my
respondents. Because same-sex culture in public discourse is non-existent,
this silence in a way also protects them. People prefer being in their
corners living their lives with no one to rock the boat. People have not
even learnt to identify themselves. They just talk about having a lover.
There is no language to describe same-sexuality. People don’t even
understand what it means to be ‘out’. None of those I interviewed wanted
to disclose their identities. Others later asked for their tapes back, even
though I had promised them total anonymity. In the end I managed to get
five interviews. I spoke to two soccer players, a woman with a child and I
held two mummy-baby interviews. The ages of the women range from
19–24. The interviews were held both in English and in siSwati.
I also tried to interview a sangoma (traditional healer). I wanted to find
out if there were other types of same-sex relations in Swaziland, and if so,
how long had they existed. I made three trips (over 120 kilometres) to try
and find one sangoma I could interview. In Swaziland sangomas are
located in the rural areas. However, I was not accepted there, in fact I was
seen as a person coming to bring evil spirits. In Swazi culture women are
not allowed to wear pants, which I did. This prohibition is especially
taken seriously in the rural areas. Also, I was not wearing umcwasho
(head tassels) that indicate that a female is not married and therefore
should abstain from having sex. This is considered as disrespectful and
having no regard for Swazi custom.
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I will first introduce my respondents. The rest of my chapter will be
directly based on the interviews I held with them. I will start by discussing
the ways my respondents are located in their communities, including the
homophobia they experience. I will then describe their childhood
experiences as they related them to me and explore their first sexual
encounters. The next topic will be sexuality in general, both the
heterosexual relationships they experienced and their same-sex
experiences. I will then briefly discuss their coming-out experiences, before
focusing on the two main loci of same-sex relationships my respondents
experienced, the mummy-baby relationships as they developed in the
boarding schools, and the relationships women encountered around the
soccer game. I will end this chapter by exploring their present situation.
My respondents
Nozipho Mafu is 23 years old at the time of the interview (27 March
2003). She has a child and is in a relationship with a woman who
identifies as butch. She works as an administrative officer. Thandi, born in
1981, is a soccer player. She is a male-identified woman. Although she
feels that as a normal Swazi male she has the right to many women, she is
at the time of the interview (31 March 2003) engaged in a relationship
with one woman. Fiona was born in 1980. She identifies as femme and has
been playing soccer from the age of 11. The interview with her was on 2
April 2003. Fufu and Mimi have both been involved in mummy-baby
relationships while at boarding school. Fufu was born in 1981. At the time
of the interview (25 May 2003) she had been with her boyfriend for five
years. Mimi, born in 1983, is still living with her mummy partner. She
identifies as femme. The interview with her was held on 25 April 2003.
Community reaction
Patriarchal traditional Swazi society has had a major impact on my
respondents. They are all negatively affected by the homophobia of Swazi
society. But in a perverse way women’s same-sex relations are also made
possible precisely because everyone expects that after a while the women
engaged in such a relationship will act ‘normal’ again. Soccer player
Thandi is involved in a relationship with a feminine woman:
My present relationship? I wouldn’t say it is a serious relationship,
because the woman I am seeing now I think it is because we are both
attending the same school, and I expect that once school is over we
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will both go our own way; you know how stereotypical Swaziland is.
My lover will go back home to the rural areas, where she has a child
with her boyfriend. So she will forget about Mbabane (city where
they both currently live) life.
Thandi herself accepts male sexual superiority and as she identifies as a
man arrogates to herself the same rights Swazi men have:
If you are a real Swazi man you will have a main wife and there will
be others on the side.
When asked if she would want to marry her present partner, she replied:
When I look at myself, how fast I am, I think I would hurt my wife
because I can’t commit myself to anybody at any time. I lust after
every beautiful woman. I’d just be messing with her.
Although Swaziland is a religious society, in which a number of
Christian denominations are very active, my respondents didn’t feel
religion played a major role in the homophobia of Swazi society. Fiona
was the most positive about religion:
I don’t belong to a particular church. We pray regularly, every day
before we sleep. We believe in God. I feel no [clash between religion
and my choice of life]. I think God has created everything, and He
created that knowing what He was doing. If we’re wrong, He’s the
only one who can judge.
According to Thandi, her church was completely uninterested in her
sexuality:
I am a religious person, I am Catholic. But the church has nothing to
do with my feelings. My church doesn’t get involved in the personal
issues of the parishioners.
In general lesbians are shunned, particularly when they are recognisable
as such. Says Thandi, the male-identified soccer player:
People will always pass comments. Like here come those lesbians
when we are around town. People don’t want to socialise with us
because of that. It is even difficult to accept oneself. How much more
difficult that is for the people on the sidelines. A few years back I
myself felt like I was doing something wrong. Finally I accepted that
this is what I am. So now I try to live without caring what people say
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as long as I myself feel alright about myself. But it’s unfortunate that
I don’t live alone in this world, or with other gays ... Even at work
you will hear people whispering: ‘Thandi is like this’. Obviously this
will affect your work.
My respondents are in different ways affected by the negative attitude of
Swazi society towards lesbian relations. Mimi, who as a self-identified
femme is still in the relationship she has had since her schooldays,
expresses the least concern:
I think everybody has a right to choose what they want. So I choose
this way of life. I want to go out with this woman, you see. It’s up to
anyone which relationship they want.
Nozipho’s account of how she got involved with her present lover and
her experiences after that is more problematic, as the following fragments
of the interview I held with her show:
My younger sister is a lesbian. At first I didn’t understand what was
going on. Then one day her partner came with a woman friend. I
don’t know what happened; one thing led to another, we ended up
having sex. That was the first time actually that I enjoyed sex. At first
I was scared, I didn’t want people to know about it. I guess that’s
normal. Then after some time when I fell in love with that person, I
wanted to tell the whole world! But it wasn’t always so easy. I’ll tell
you this. A friend of mine comes up to me and she says: ‘You have a
demon thing you know!’ It made me realise how much I’m into this
thing. Instead of trying to brush it away I defended the whole thing.
I told her she has a problem herself. The worst experience I had was
when my ex-boyfriend beat me up, calling me a lesbian (stabane).
Battling internalised homophobia isn’t always easy either. Nozipho has
a baby from her former relationship with her ex-boyfriend:
The baby was not a problem really between us, until my woman
partner felt that it wasn’t okay for the child to be exposed to such
things. I still don’t understand it really. But the same time, what the
heck, if she feels that, that’s fine. But I believe a child grows on love.
The only thing a child needs is attention, not particularly this motherfather thing. If you show that child that you love them, that’s what
matters. But the society we live in at the same time could affect him
or her, people make comments. But then, just tell the child that I love
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this person and I love him too. Maybe he will see us kissing once, then
you just kiss the child, you know ... ease the relationship. Try to
involve the child with the whole situation so that at the end of the day
you don’t have to explain a whole lot of things. If I would be given
the chance to go back I would do the same thing again. They always
say it is illegal in Swaziland. I guess they should just give us a chance.
Fufu is still battling with her feelings for women. At boarding school she
got involved in a mummy-baby relationship:
For a while it was just kissing and kissing until one day it moved on
to something else. We started touching one another and stroking; oh
God (laughs). You’re really putting me on the spot now. We were just
basically fondling and feeling one another’s private parts. It was the
greatest shock to me. I don’t know, I just didn’t understand it. At the
time I was doing it, it felt good, but in the morning I’d wake up, look
at myself in the mirror and think, fuck, this is so disgusting. Why the
hell am I doing such a thing?
Fufu is in a relationship with a man now, but still hankers after women:
I love my men, don’t get me wrong, but occasionally I’ll see a woman
who appeals to me, who I feel I would love to be involved with.
Coming out publicly in Swazi culture is not easy. All my respondents
have been and are still battling with it. It is usually easiest to come out to
friends. But to tell one’s family openly that one has a relationship with a
woman is very difficult. Usually women come out in stages, without any
clear statements being made. Often parents suspect that their daughter has
a relationship going on but prefer not to discuss it openly. Nozipho told
me that she is willing to fight for lesbian rights openly but that the only
problem she would have is with her parents:
My mom suspects, my father doesn’t have an idea.
S: How do you know your mom suspects?
N: Because she said something. She usually says things to my sisters,
like she knows I’m going out with someone; sometimes she says
she is sure about that. But at other times she says she is not so sure
any more (laughs).
S: So would you say you’ve come out?
N: Yeah, most people know about me. I don’t care, I was outed by
others. But I don’t care whatever people say, I just don’t care.
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Mimi, who has been in a relationship with her butch lover since their
boarding school days, is hesitant to come out openly:
Here in Swaziland I don’t know how people will react. They think it
is wrong. They talk a lot of nonsense about this.
Mimi’s friends know about her and her lover, and her mother found out
recently:
My mom found out; she read my diary, and she doesn’t like it. Now
she isn’t sure if I’m still doing it, you see, because I’m hiding it from
her.
S: How did you deal with the fact that your mom was so totally
against it?
M: Well, because I love this person. I just told myself there’s nothing
she can do to change my mind. She told me she didn’t like it but I
chose to ignore her. I had to.
Thandi, who as a butch soccer player is relatively visible, still isn’t really
out, particularly not to her family. When I asked her whether she was out,
she replied:
Not really. I don’t think I’ve reached the stage where I’ve decided to
focus, no.
S: What’s holding you back?
T: I don’t know. I keep on telling myself it’s not the right time. The
time will come when the family needs to know. I don’t really care
how they will react except for my grandmother. I told myself the
day she passes on is the day I’ll tell everybody. It would really
affect her too much. She really trusts me. She usually says I’m the
only sane person in the family. On one occasion a girl called me
stabane (lesbian) at home, but they didn’t react like they believed
her. They actually felt sorry for me because they felt like she was
provoking me.
Thandi is very aware of the risks she would run if people knew that she
was a lesbian. When I asked her whether she had ever experienced a hate
crime, she responded:
No, I think it is because I haven’t really come out. I think that is when
people take that step. At the moment they are doubtful.
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Childhood
In a society that condemns same-sex relations so strongly, girls who show
early signs of being different are treated harshly. As Fufu recalls:
I’m the crazy one, the black sheep of the family, because I’m the only
one who hasn’t lived up to my parents’ expectations.
She considers herself rebellious. But I wonder if she really is being
rebellious or if she is just trying to find a place where she belongs.
Fiona too had to show enormous perseverance to live the life she felt
was right for her. She now identifies as femme, and she told me that as a
child she: ‘Didn’t want to be on the streets, doing this and that. I wanted
to be indoors.’ Yet she wanted to play soccer:
I just wanted them to know that if I’m not at school I’m playing
soccer. But my family never liked it. They tried making me quit. I even
left home because of that. They thought I wouldn’t finish school, that
I would fail. But when I got to form 3 I got a first class. That’s when
they saw that soccer was helping in some sort of way, in that I never
had time for petty things. Boys never came to the house to look for
me. I was always away, school, then soccer, come back in the evening
and sleep. So when they still tried to make me quit I moved away
from home and went to stay at the clubhouse. I eventually finished
school staying there.
In a way it was easier for Thandi, who always was a tomboy:
I was tomboyish and girls’ stuff bored me. I always used to hang
around guys. Most of the time my family were fine with it. They
thought I was unique compared to other girls.
In this liminal state of feeling and acting differently, the first sexual
relationships my respondents had confirmed and explained the difference.
As Thandi recalls, her first relationship started in 1997:
[There was this girl] who was visiting with my coach. She was from
Joburg and she was interested in me. She asked me what my thoughts
were. So I jokingly said that I was thinking we could be a couple. So
she said; ‘Why not’. That’s how it started. That’s when I was certain
that this is where I belong.
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Sexuality
Some of my respondents had experienced heterosexual relationships, and
one of them, Fufu, is at present with her boyfriend. Mimi on the other
hand decided that she wants no more males. She had been going out with
men but is currently involved with her butch partner, and intends to stay
with her. So how do my respondents discuss their various sexual
experiences? Nozipho had a relationship of eight years with the father of
her son:
I broke up with him last year (2002). I wasn’t happy in that
relationship and I had to free myself from it. I’ve got to be happy, I
learnt so many things from that relationship. For one I learnt to be
patient and not to rush things. And just to be strong and not
necessarily be used but be yourself all the time. And it made me not
trusting. Even now I don’t trust. Even when I’m in a relationship I
don’t give myself totally. I think that’s the best route.
Although Fufu says she’s got no problem with dick she still fantasises
about women:
I love my man, don’t get me wrong, but occasionally I’ll see a woman
who appeals to me, who I feel I would love to be involved with. But
I haven’t become involved with any other woman since my mummy
days.
Although Fufu is at present content with her male lover she does wonder
whether she isn’t actually bisexual:
My man suspects about my past life. I’d say it to him, jokingly
though. He’s started to take me seriously, ‘cause he’d be like … um …
that’s a fine-looking woman, baby, don’t you wish to be with her? So
yeah, I could say he’s starting to sit up and take notice now, you
know. Because in a way I think I wouldn’t mind being with a woman
and my man as well. Would you consider me bi?
The ones who had been in a heterosexual relationship considered
themselves better off now that they were with a woman. As Nozipho
explained to me:
Men, when they have their hard on they just … (laughs) get on top of
you and do whatever, even if you are not there. One thing leads to
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another and then it’s all over, you don’t enjoy anything. A female
knows better, she knows where she wants to be touched and she can
easily do that to you, you know. I think it’s the best, I don’t wish to
ever go back in a relationship with a man.
Fiona too has few pleasant memories of the time she had male lovers:
The thing is you see how tough life is. Life is hard, heterosexual
relationships are worse, because there are things like abuse. That’s
why I told myself I’ll stay where I am. It’s better in a gay relationship
because, fine, your partner might be male at heart, but because she is
female she understands.
S: So you’ve encountered abuse from males in your relationships?
F: Yes, like when a person forces you to do stuff you don’t want to
do. For instance, my three sisters are still going through that. I was
abused both physically and sexually. I could only deal with that by
being patient and moving on with life, so I opted to get out and I
told myself I don’t want to be there.
So what are the sex games my respondents are playing with their woman
lovers? Nozipho explains:
We do a lot of things, actually. We touch, we kiss. She kisses me
everywhere, from head to toe. Umm, she touches me, she caresses me.
Umm, we take it slowly, there’s a lot of kissing. She goes down on me,
touches my breasts, plays with my clit, kisses me there, mmm, getting
horny there (both laugh). Yeah, she goes inside of me with her hand,
we don’t use sex toys. Then we’ll come. Usually we come together
and then we can’t get enough of each other. We keep doing it over and
over again until morning.
We don’t like toys; if you can use your hands, your tongue in the
correct way, I don’t see the need for vibrators.
Nozipho is in a butch-femme relationship with her lover, but she
emphatically says: ‘It’s a two-way thing.’
Kissing and oral sex are definitely the two most preferred ways of
lovemaking my respondents identified. Says Fiona:
Sucking is very, very nice and very important. I could say that that’s
what held me back as a straight women. There’s nothing else that I
like more. I think it’s the end of the world for me. So I suck her, she
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sucks me. She fucks me with her finger, but I don’t because I take her
as a man.
We see that Fiona’s butch lover, in contrast to Nozipho’s, doesn’t want
to be entered by her femme.
Mimi basically agrees with Fiona and Nozipho about what she likes best:
I like it when they lick me, my pussy.
Role-playing is the most common way of living a women’s same-sex
relationship in Swaziland. Three of my respondents, Mimi, Nozipho and
Fiona, mostly played femme roles. Thandi clearly identified herself as
butch. This was the reason why she entered the soccer team, to be able to
associate with those like her. Sexually, she says, she adapts herself to what
her partner likes:
How I enjoy sex? It actually depends on the person I’m with. This
one likes sucking and this one I enjoy fingering. Another one I don’t
enjoy fingering or sucking, but I like it best to rub our parts. At
the moment though it is tough, because the relationship I am in
my partner tends to hold back because she has a baby and she’s
been involved with people whose chances of being HIV positive
are high. So there are a whole lot of things we don’t do, like licking
and sucking.
Role-playing doesn’t end with sexuality. Socially and economically there
is a clearly defined difference between the butch and femme partners as
well. The butches try to live up to the standards Swazi males have set for
themselves, as Thandi explained above about her tendency to get many
women. Financially the roles are defined as well. Butches have to live up
to the image of being the economic providers of their households. Fiona
and her lover for instance have clearly differentiated financial roles,
although they both work:
Wewe is the one responsible for almost everything financially. My
money I use for my own things. Fortunately she earns a whole lot
more than I do. She pays for the furniture, and when I don’t have
money she gives me some.
The double sexual standard plays a role in these butch-femme relationships
as well. Thandi dreams of having many women. Fiona experienced her butch
partner’s sexual infidelity and kept calm about it:
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It’s just that you have to have patience. Don’t go out and do what
your partner does because at the end of the day nothing is solved.
Although the roles my femme respondents played were clearly defined,
they identified in different ways. Mimi, who agrees that she is ‘basically a
femme’, shies away from any labelling:
I’m attracted to my present partner [who Mimi earlier clearly
identified as a butch], but I don’t know if I’m a lesbian.
Nozipho, who also agrees that her partner is butch and she herself a
femme, also calls herself a lesbian. Fiona on the other hand says:
I’m just a straight woman who is attracted to females, but the person
I’m with now, I don’t take her as a women, because she acts like a man.
Fiona, as indicated above, is not so sure about her identity:
I would love to be involved with a woman, but not on a full-time
basis. I don’t know how you define that.
Soccer
In Swaziland there are two locations where women’s same-sex behaviour
can be found: the soccer field and boarding schools. I interviewed two
soccer players. The first one was Thandi who is 21 years old. She has the
typical soccer player look. She looks butch and is butch. The second
woman drew my interest because she is femme and is very clear about her
role in her same-sex relationship. Thandi saw soccer as a place where she
could come into contact with people like herself. She is very clear that it is
not the atmosphere around the soccer team that suggested to her the
possibility of engaging in a same-sex relation, but that on the other hand
she started playing soccer because she felt that that’s where she could be
most herself:
If you play netball, you’ll want to do what they do. So for soccer, if
you realise there are a lot of people who live this sort of life, you
would obviously want to be closer to them.
Thandi is as butch as they come, thus the Swazi interpretation of what
a man is supposed to be has been adopted by Thandi, namely that a man
has the right to have as many women as he likes. I have discussed this
above. Thandi also believes that she needs someone to take care of her
household when the time comes: ‘I’ll have a live in lover to take care of

272

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 273

Chapter Eight
my kid.’ Thandi wants to be addressed by her surname by her lovers
because in Swazi culture it is a sign of respect when a woman addresses a
man by his surname.
Fiona’s is a totally different story. She is femme and is a soccer player. In
her need to find an area or space where she could express herself, she
found herself playing soccer, totally against her family’s wishes, as I
discussed above. She eventually had to leave home before finishing her
schooling to find a place where she could be allowed to follow her heart’s
desires which included her wanting to be involved in same-sex relations.
She fended for herself until both her life’s desires were fulfilled. She is
happy with her present life:
I love my life. I don’t know if it’s the fact that I told myself that it is
not different from a heterosexual relationship. Besides, I tell myself
that this person was created like that.
This last remark is interesting, as it indicates that Fiona perceives herself
to be a ‘normal’ woman, while her butch partner is the one who has to be
explained.
Mummy-baby relationships
Although there are many women engaged in same-sex relations on the
soccer field, my major interest was exploring mummy-baby relationships.
I had basically two reasons for doing that. In the first place my own first
relationship with another woman started in this manner. Secondly, it is a
common pattern in boarding schools. The two women that I spoke to
regarding mummy-baby relations, Mimi and Fufu, illustrate the different
ways women open up to or respond to same-sex relations. They both
attended the same school that I attended.
Not all mummy-baby relationships are sexual; others develop into sexual
relationships, as we can learn from Fufu’s account. At first Fufu entered the
mummy-baby practice because it was perceived in some way to be part of
the students’ culture. It was something that was just being done:
Boarding school life, umm … crazy, crazy, crazy; you should know
(both laugh). Kids on their own being crazy and enjoying being away
from their parents. [There were many] mummy-baby relationships.
By the time I finished school they were still going strong. Actually
everyone experiences this thing. There is nothing much to tell about
except you see a kid you like, you ask them to be your baby. Or the
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mummy approaches you and asks you to be her baby. The older girls
will want to take care of you. She assumes some sort of guardian role.
Usually it is the popular ones after the cute kids. The more popular
you are the cuter the kid you need to rock. I was involved in a number
of them; it was the norm. I mean everybody was involved in a
mummy-baby relationship. It was a plus knowing that you were
going to get some sort of attention, get somebody to wash your
clothes for you, you know, tidy your locker for you, probably give
you some food now and then. It was a plus, beside the fact that
everybody else was doing it. It was just part of the school, probably
student culture. It has been going on for years. I had both mummies
and babies. It was more than female companionship. My first one I
had while I was still in primary school, so by the time I got to
boarding school I was used to these things. It was like having
somebody to intimately take care of me. There was one that actually
kind of like blew me away.
There was this time I wanted somebody to be my mummy, but she
wanted someone else, a classmate, to be her baby. I don’t know why,
but I flipped and I grew to understand that I thought I was attracted
to this person because for some reason it hurt when she didn’t ask me
to be her baby. I lost her to my friend and I tried to commit suicide.
I drank Panadol. Luckily I was discovered early and I was taken to
hospital. The rest is history.
Q: How long did it take you to get over that?
F: I worked through it and found another mummy. It went very well
because we were close.
Q: How close? Did any deeper bond develop between you?
F: It was just a plain mummy-baby relationship. Then we started
getting closer, and on some nights we would sleep together. We’d
hold one another and stroke one another, until one day we started
kissing and it was the scariest feeling ever. Me, the straightest
woman there ever was, kissing a woman! For a while it was just the
kissing and kissing. This became quite normal until one day it
moved on to something else. We started touching one another and
stroking. Oh God (laughs), you’re really putting me on the spot
now. Just basically fondling and feeling one another’s private parts.
Q: What went through your mind?
F: It was the greatest shock to me; I just didn’t understand it. At the
time when I was doing it, it felt good.
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There are some interesting points in the above story. Apparently
mummy-baby relationships start at an early age, in primary school, and
are so common that Fufu, who identifies as straight and who is at present
involved with a man, was engaged in several such relationships. There is
a fluid boundary between asexual and sexual relationships. Although, as
Fufu states, the primary reason to find a mummy or a baby is the desire
for intimacy and care, sexual passion can develop between the partners.
Fufu realised the hard way that she, ‘the straightest women ever’, was
erotically attracted to the mummy she desired. The deception when her
intended mummy chose another baby was so strong that she attempted
suicide. Maybe if Fufu had been able to talk about it at the time, if she had
been able to contact some support group, this near-death tragedy could
have been avoided. For the irony is that however common these
relationships are, the sexual aspects of it have to be kept hidden in Swazi
culture. It is commonly accepted that girls soon get over their mummybaby relationships. Fufu indeed has had a relationship with a male lover
for five years. Still, as we discussed above, she feels attracted to women,
and would like to have a part-time affair with another woman.
Mimi initially didn’t like boarding school life much, ‘it was kind of a
jail.’ She too soon got involved in a mummy-baby relationship. She
described this kind of relationship as follows:
Well, you visit one another; you buy stuff for one another. Normally
the mummies ask their babies to wash their clothes for them and in
return they buy gifts. I had a mummy, three mummies in fact. [I
became involved with a mummy] because I needed someone to take
care of me and look after me. And when I needed something I knew
I could turn to someone.
S: Needing someone materially, or as a counsellor, or as someone
who could comfort you?
M: Everything, these relationships that you had, they meant
everything to you, emotionally as well. I was intimate with one
mummy of mine. It was almost as if we were a couple. One night
she came to visit me at my dormitory, and then when she was
about to leave she kissed me. Well, she never kissed me the way
she used to kiss me. She went deeper. At first I was shocked but I
kind of liked it, and I grew to love her and there was a sexual
relationship after that. It just happened; she came to me one night
again (laughs) and we started kissing and it went on and on. She
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touched me, you know, in that way, and then it happened.
S: What did you guys do?
M: We kissed the whole body, we licked each other. She also
penetrated me with her fingers. I liked it, it felt good. At first I
thought it was wrong, but she convinced me it wasn’t, so then I
was okay and I got used to it.
This mummy-baby relationship developed into a lasting bond, and they
are still together. Although Mimi also has gone out with men, she is very
committed to this relationship: ‘I’m hoping we don’t break up.’
These two women give different reasons for entering into a relationship
with a mummy. Fufu says she is attracted to a woman at face value: ‘I’ll
see a woman who appeals to me, who I feel I would love to get involved
with.’ She made it clear she wanted a mummy for ‘more than female
companionship.’ Mimi on the other hand says she wanted someone to
take care of her.
Present relationships
All my respondents have different dreams for their future. Children
feature in all their future scenarios. Fufu, who is happy with her man, and
has a child with him, would love to complement her life with a part-time
relationship with another woman. Nozipho also already has a child with
her former lover. She is in a sexually very satisfying relationship with her
butch lover, but they don’t live together. She is too traumatised by her male
lover to trust any other lover fully.
Mimi would like to get married to her present partner. They hope they can
have children, by whatever way possible, adoption or artificial insemination.
They are very comfortable together and trust each other’s loyalty:
I don’t think we have sexually transmitted diseases, because for me I
am faithful and I trust she is faithful as well. I knew my status when
I started going out with her, she knew her status, so I don’t think
there’s anything …
Fiona is at present in a steady relationship, but she and her partner went
through hard times, when Wewe her lover went out with Fiona’s sister.
Then Fiona met Nonthi:
We met at Sandla, when I had gone to phone Wewe. Nonthi, who had
been tracing my life, asked me who I was phoning. I told her about
my problems. She wanted to comfort me and we went out. We hid it
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from Wewe, because we hadn’t broken up. For nine months we went
out together. Eventually Wewe found out and we broke up for two
weeks. Then she had problems with my sister, who started going out
with some guy. Wewe and I got together again and started talking
about things. We ended up sorting them out and resuming the
relationship. Everything is just fine now. She changed for the better.
This thing is just like a heterosexual relationship. You find that your
partner likes girls too much. We talk about marriage. We wish it, but
if it doesn’t happen we will stay like this till the end. We hope to have
one child – next year maybe. We are saving money for the artificial
insemination, next year, January.
Even Thandi, who fears that her present relationship may not be steady,
and who says of herself that she lusts after every beautiful woman, thinks
of adopting two children. As a butch woman she doesn’t see herself
looking after those children though, she would rather have a live-in lover
to take care of her kids.
Conclusion
As we have learnt from the five women I talked to about their lives, samesex relationships do exist in Swaziland, even if they are not socially
accepted. The discovery of all these brave women has awoken an interest
in me to find out more about my kindred spirits. This way we will be able
to begin to make life easier for all of us. I hope that the human rights
organisations in Swaziland include the problems encountered by same-sex
women and men. After all, human rights include women’s rights, and both
these rights are about sexual rights as well. This would really help us in
our struggle. In that way there would be a basic source of protection for
the people who think that no one has their interests at heart.
Afterword
We, Siza and Saskia, would like to end this chapter by recalling parts of a
conversation we had after the braai (barbeque) with which we celebrated
the end of the first workshop in Johannesburg, March 2003. We were
having a last beer and talked about the animosity we so often encountered.
We are both butch-looking and we felt that that was no advantage in this
world. We both knew of gang rapes of butch women, ‘to teach them a
lesson’, of butches being beaten up, murdered. We had both experienced
marginalisation in our jobs, in the wider society. Yet, as Siza suddenly
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exclaimed, men should be happy with us. ‘Why do you say that?’ Saskia
asked. ‘Well,’ Siza started to explain, sitting up straight in her chair, ‘we
are able to teach them what their lovers want. If they would just listen to
us.’ ‘Yes,’ Saskia agreed, ‘men can be so conceited about their masculinity
on the one hand, and such lousy lovers on the other hand. You would
think their masculine pride would give them a reason to find ways to
satisfy their women.’ ‘Oh no,’ Siza added, ‘no way; I have had so many
women who complained bitterly about the erotic incompetence of their
male lovers, whereas with me …’ her voice trailed off. We both broke into
laughter and toasted the butches of this world.
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Wo m e n m a r r i a g e s a n d o t h e r s a m e - s e x
practices: historical reflections on
A f r i c a n w o m e n ’s s a m e - s e x r e l a t i o n s

Saskia Wieringa
Introduction
s I sit behind my desk that is scattered with all the books and
photocopies of articles on women’s same-sex relations and practices
in Africa that I collected over the past 20 or so years, I am at once
overwhelmed by the diversity of such practices and by the obvious gaps in
the records of women’s same-sex practices and relations, as well as by the
profound silences about their everyday experiences, their feelings and their
expressions of affection for each other. The greatest taboo, apparently, is
the physical expression of their feelings for each other, particularly that
which is most spoken about and usually vehemently denied, the possibility
of sexual relations between them. The major post-World War Two articles
on women marriages (for instance Gay 1979 and Krige 1974) start out by
denying that there is any ‘sex’ involved between the partners.1 Yet the
wealth of data that is available clearly demonstrates that the homophobia
of such African presidents as Moi (Kenya), Mugabe (Zimbabwe) and
Nujoma (Namibia) who maintain that ‘homosexuality is a western
perversion, alien to Africans’, is not based on African culture and history.
In fact, homophobia is an idea introduced by missionaries and colonial
administrators (Kendall 1999, Wieringa 2002) and copied by postcolonial leaders. Of course ‘homosexuality’ as it is lived in present-day
western countries is far removed from the life of the Lovedu rain queen
with her hundreds of wives, or that of an early twentieth century femalehusband among the Nuer in Sudan, Nandi in Kenya, Igbo in Nigeria or
Fon in Dahomey (present-day Benin). For this reason I won’t use the term
‘lesbian’ in this chapter to refer to traditional practices in Africa (see also

A
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Blackwood and Wieringa 1999 and Wieringa 2004b), although I will use
the term for women who define themselves as such. Same-sex practices
however, of various intensities, which may or may not have included
genital contact, did and still do occur.
For women to speak of their affection or love for each other to outsiders,
they must be sure their words are treated with respect. Bagnol quotes one
of the lesbian women in Maputo she interviewed: ‘They (women in samesex relations) don’t want to explain their models to people who don’t
understand them’ (1996: 20). Gay, the acute observer of ‘mummy-baby’
relations in Lesotho, also ponders the ‘reticence’ with which her informants
discussed this topic with a ‘stranger whose disapproval they fear’ (1979:
35). Below I will discuss this ‘reticence’ her informants demonstrated in
more detail. In fact, if there has ever been one topic which strangers such
as missionaries, colonial administrators, anthropologists and nowadays
post-colonial authorities, disapprove of, it is women’s physical expression
of their affection for each other. Gay herself, for all her meticulous
fieldwork and sympathetic treatment of the topic, seems to be relieved to
conclude that the friendships she observed, and which included overt
expressions of love, only served to prepare women for heterosexual bliss.
Her own data subverts this conclusion however, for she recorded many
cases of young women’s friendships that lasted beyond the heterosexual
marriage of the partners, and of women engaged in such relations outside
of a heterosexual relation. Kendall, who visited the same country some
twenty years later, noted that women friends engaged in a wide variety of
physical practices, such as deep kissing and genital contact. But this is only
possible, she concluded, because nobody would see that as ‘sex’ (1999).
‘Sex’ apparently was not considered possible without penile penetration.
On this point both traditional cultures and many ethnographers seem to
have agreed, as I will discuss below.
Behind this silence Basotho women friends could safely experience the
2
depth of their feelings for each other . But silence not only protects, it also
isolates and marginalises those women who would like to express their
love for each other in a more open way, as the many interviews we
recorded in the first chapters of this book indicate. Many experiences of
women loving each other must have been lost in this speechless liminality.
If we look at the map which shows the places where women marriages
have been recorded (Tietmeyer 1985: 131), one wonders what went on in
the open spaces behind the four locations shown. Tietmeyer gathered
material on some forty ethnic groups in which one or other form of
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women marriage was concluded. They are concentrated in the southern
Sudan, Kenya, Nigeria and Benin and southern Africa. Tietmeyer herself
already missed Mombasa (Shepherd 1987) and the Damara (Khaxas and
Wieringa this volume). Tietmeyer’s volume on women marriages is the
most complete overview available, so we have to conclude that there are
virtually no pre-1985 data available on most of those cultures that she has
not mapped.
There are two options: either these relations did indeed not exist in
cultures outside those Tietmeyer collected, or the ethnographers never
asked about them and never noticed them. The last possibility was already
noted by Karsch-Haack who published his voluminous oversight of samesex life in ‘primitive cultures’ in 1911. He wondered why he found so
many fewer instances of women having sex with other women, than cases
of men having sex with men. It may be related, he suggested, to the fact
that women are so often pushed to the background, while men place
themselves in the foreground, so that even those women who are
‘tribadically inclined’ (1975: 452) lived their lives in privacy. Only the lives
of women who engaged in male activities, such as hunting, were noticed
by the (male) ethnographers and missionaries of the preceding centuries
whose works Karsch-Haack combed for traces of same-sex love.
What lies in front of me then are snapshots of women’s lives, taken by
ethnographers using different coloured lenses. I don’t know how
haphazardly they were taken, and can only guess at the measure of
discolouring caused by the various perspectives from which they were
shot. What is clear is that the backgrounds in which these women lived
are more visible than their actual daily lives. The focus of most of the
ethnographic work is on the social context and particularly on kinship
relations.
In this chapter I will start with a further discussion of some methodological
issues. I will then give an overview of what is known about women’s samesex practices and relations. These historical records give rise to various issues.
In my discussion I will focus on those aspects of their relations that have a
bearing on the topics discussed elsewhere in this volume. These are: sexuality
between the women partners as well as heterosexuality, the conceptualisation
of gender and the wide variety of marriage practices and institutionalised
women’s friendships, the ways in which these women’s relations are
perceived nowadays and the legal issues this gives rise to. Lastly, the question
will be asked, why did women engage in such relations?
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Methodological considerations
I will first examine some of these different coloured lenses that give us such
widely divergent pictures of women’s same-sex relations and practices.
Although the shift is not consistent, I note a contrast between early travellers
and ethnographers, and those writing from the 1950s onwards. Contrary to
the post-World War Two ethnographers, three of the most important early
observers of women’s relations, the (armchair) anthropologist Karsch-Haack
and the ethnographers Herskovits and Evans-Pritchard, either stress (KarschHaack) or emphatically allow for the possibility of sexual contact between
women. Evans-Pritchard only published his material on women’s
homosexual practices in 1970, some twenty years after he wrote his major
work on the Nuer. Strangely enough it is rarely quoted, one more reason why
I will do so below (another reason being that they are great stories).
Herskovits, after decades of fieldwork among the Fon, already wrote in 1937
that it is not to be doubted that ‘occasionally homosexual women who
have inherited wealth or have prospered economically establish compounds
of their own and at the same time utilise the relationship in which they
stand to the women whom they “marry” to satisfy themselves’ (1937: 338).
Subsequent authors of women marriages such as Krige are quick to point out
that he does not substantiate this remark. Indeed he didn’t in this particular
article, but he did describe the sexual-erotic play among girls in his major
work on Dahomey (Herskovits 1938). In view of the many ‘strong-willed
women’ who chose never to marry a man, in spite of overwhelming social
pressure on them to do so, but instead opted to establish their own
compound and marry another woman, Herskovits’s observations cannot be
brushed aside as easily as Krige did. Particularly in view of the fact that his
major critics don’t present any detailed accounts of women’s emotional and
sexual experiences in women marriages either. My perception that we should
be more worried about the lack of information in the work of the
anthropologists, who deny the possibility of the partners in women marriages
engaging in sexual contact, is of course spurred by the overwhelming
evidence of the importance of sexuality provided by the work of Nkunzi
Nkabinde in this volume. I didn’t find any references to such sexual practices
in the work of other authors who mentioned women marriages among
traditional healers. Yet, as is clear from Nkunzi’s work, the traditional healers
she worked with do not operate in a historical vacuum.
Indeed, the work of most 20th century anthropologists writing on women’s
same-sex relations and practices in Africa, is characterised by a lack of direct
observation. Even Evans-Pritchard, who gave such vivid accounts of ‘sexual
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inversion’ among women partners in female friendships among the Nuer,
obtained his material second-hand. This is in striking contrast to the
travellers and missionaries (mainly working in the 18th and 19th centuries)
that Karsch-Haack quotes. His constant question is did these women do ‘it’?
To him it is undeniable that for instance the ‘macroclitorideae’ he describes
(women with elongated labia) engage in a sexual practice, particularly the
‘born tribads’ among them. He also gives detailed descriptions of the various
kinds of dildos women used, such as the double dildos the women of
Zanzibar seemed to have enjoyed playing with, according to Baumann
(Karsch-Haack 1911: 477). The major problem with Karsch-Haack is not his
blindness for women’s pleasures in sexual games, but the overt racism of his
book. How come these women engage in such acts, he wondered, is it the
climate, the race or perhaps their animal instincts (Karsch-Haack 456–7)?
Another problem is that he rarely questioned his sources. Various authors
that he trusted may have been equally keen to discuss the ‘perversions of the
race’ and impute meanings to practices they may only have half understood
3
(see also Bleys 1995) .
Are the claims of Krige (1974), Gay (1979), Tietmeyer (1985) and
Oboler (1980), that there was ‘no sex’ between the partners in women
marriages, sustainable even in their own work? Let’s first discuss what is
understood by ‘sex’ in various African societies. As Bagnol (1996), Shostak
(1983) and Kendall (1999) indicate, in many African societies ‘sex’ is only
understood as penile penetration. A good example is contained in the
beautiful account Shostak has provided of the life of Nisa, a Kung woman.
Nisa has told Shostak of her many ‘homosexual’ loves in her childhood.
When boys want to have sex with her and her girlfriend, Nisa chases them
away with the following words: ‘Do we have penises to have sex with each
other with? Can two vaginas screw?’ (Shostak 1983: 117).
Blacking (1978), on the other hand, wrote that there might be sex
involved in the women’s friendships that he described among the Zulu and
Venda. Kendall found that the ‘grinding’ Lesotho women engaged in was
not considered ‘sexual’ by them. Yet this seems to be a very similar practice
to the koekstamp so vividly described as a highly satisfactory sexual
practice by the Nama women both Elisabeth Khaxas and Madelene Isaacks
describe in this volume. ‘Sex’ then is only ‘sex’ if it is described as such. As
noted above, describing certain genital activities among women as ‘not
sexual’ prevents possible condemnation of such activities as ‘adultery’ in
societies where the majority of women are supposed to be heterosexually
married. Evans-Pritchard (1970) even suggested that Nuer women used
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this ambiguity consciously to avoid husbands prying into what ‘female
friends’ actually did when they were together similarly to the way Nisa
chased away the boys. In the instance he described, the two female lovers
were protected by the first wife of the husband of one of them, who told
their husband that he should not meddle into ‘women’s affairs’. It is thus
important to ask what women exactly feel for each other, and how they
express their affection. Yet this is precisely what such otherwise astute
anthropologists as Oboler shied away from.
Oboler’s analysis of Nandi ‘woman/woman marriages’ is a case in point.
She examined the position of the female-husband, whom she defined as ‘a
woman who pays bridewealth for, and thus marries (but does not have
sexual intercourse with) another woman’ (Oboler 1980: 69). Her focus was
on the question of how far a female-husband can be considered a man. Her
analysis is sensitive, sympathetic and astute. Regularly she reminded her
readers that the statements of her informants couldn’t be taken at face
value, as they often rationalised away certain aspects that didn’t fit with
how they perceived female-husbands should behave. She supplemented her
interview data with direct observations that showed that Nandi femalehusbands might be conceptualised as ‘males’ according to the Nandi gender
regime, but that they in actual fact often fulfilled traditional female roles.
Her conclusion was that Nandi female-husbands actually occupied an
intermediate position between women and men. She dropped her critical
gaze however in her discussion of sexuality. She never asked what her
informants actually meant when they tell her there was ‘no sex’ involved
between the partners in a women marriage. She observed that although
female-husbands and their wives should live separately, in some cases they
did live together, telling her that they would ‘soon set up a separate housing
arrangement’ (Oboler 1980: 77). Oboler asked no further, as this was what
she would expect. But can we really be sure of that? How can Oboler be so
convinced this isn’t the kind of socially desirable answer her informants
have been giving her all along on other topics?
Oboler demonstrated that Nandi women considered women marriages an
attractive alternative to a heterosexual marriage. She observed an ‘atypical’
degree of harmony between the partners, a more casual companionship; wife
beating rarely occurred. Nowadays, she added, the wives in these
arrangements enjoyed a much greater degree of (hetero)sexual autonomy. She
easily debunked statements made by ‘accultured’ informants that girls didn’t
like women marriages and often ran away. To the contrary, Oboler found,
‘the usual pattern is one of harmony and mutual respect which as in an
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ordinary (sic SW) marriage often develops into real affection’ (Oboler 1980:
79). Unfortunately Oboler didn’t take her research that one step further to
ask her informants how they expressed that ‘real affection’ to each other.
Even if she had asked that question, her informants might not have been
very forthcoming with their information, as they would probably have
noticed Oboler’s biases. These are clear from the above account. In her
view a ‘normal’ marriage is heterosexual. Wives who have male partners
as the wives of female-husbands have, for a major purpose of a women
marriage is to produce sons, cannot also engage in sexual activities with a
female-bodied person. It is likely too that both Oboler and her Nandi
informants agreed that ‘sex’ only takes the shape of penile-vaginal
intercourse. Without providing any evidence, Oboler came full circle and
concluded that precisely as she had set out in the beginning, there was no
sex between the partners in a women marriage.
Gay (1979) followed a similar course, when she described the
‘dependable’, stable relations the women friends developed in Lesotho.
These friendships, she noted, had parallels with conjugal relationships
‘without the romantic uncertainties or sensual exchanges’ of such
heterosexual relationships, which in so many ways were found to be not
dependable for the women (Gay 1979: 51). Yet in the next paragraph two
such intimate friends were found ‘in bed’ together, a situation which, as she
herself remarked, resembled heterosexual adultery. However, she assured us,
‘these fictive kinship relations never replace … the heterosexual relation
with lovers and husbands’ (Gay 1979: 52). However, from Kendall we know
that Basotho women might do everything together that a heterosexual
couple might engage in, apart from penile penetration. Gay seemed to be
unable to imagine a situation in which women have sexual relations with
both men and other women. One is either a ‘normal’ heterosexual or a
homosexual, and as most Basotho women are married (which, as we are
also informed, does not translate directly into a state of bliss) they cannot
also be seen as carrying on a satisfying, erotic, or sexual relationship with a
woman. Gay herself pointed out the ‘mutable’ aspects a heterosexual
marriage might have, even if it is ‘sealed … by bridewealth’ (Gay 1979: 46).
Out of these fragments of information, often titillatingly incomplete and
distorted, and spanning a wide geographical and historical distance, it is
hard to construct coherent narratives of the ways women’s friendships or
women marriages might have developed over time. A case in point is that
of the Nama. As both Elisabeth Khaxas and Madelene Isaacks note, Nama
Damara women form the majority of the lesbian women belonging to the
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Namibian feminist organisation, Sister Namibia. As their chapters in this
volume indicate, Nama Damara women themselves look to their culture
to understand the relatively high number of lesbian men and their
partners, while they at the same time indicate that this culture doesn’t
always make life easy for them. Khaxas interviewed a ‘lesbian man’ who
told her she was almost given a widow as wife according to the custom of
levirate. This suggests the idea of women marriage might be culturally
embedded. Is it possible to trace any historical continuity between presentday women engaged in women’s same-sex relations and those in earlier
times? The references are few and scattered and none of them tell of
women marriages. Karsch-Haack pointed to the extensive references to
the ‘mutual masturbation’ involved in producing the ‘Hottentot apron’ as
it was called in those days (Hottentot was a commonly used name for
Khoisan people to which the Nama also belong). Nowadays we refer to
this practice as elongation of the labia. This widespread custom became
the focus of racist, imperialist attention when a Khoi Khoi woman,
Saartjie Baartman, was put on display in Europe. After her death her
‘apron’ was discovered and studied by medical doctors. It was seen as one
more proof of how close to nature these primitive people still were
(Shartpley-Whiting 1999). In relation to this discussion Karsch-Haack
noted that masturbation among Nama and Khoi Khoi was so wide-spread
that it might be considered a ‘cultural tradition’ which was discussed quite
openly (Karsch-Haack 1911: 471–2). At his request Professor Fritsch
informed him that the friendships girls developed among each other, called
omapanga (see below) led to ‘all manner of perversions’. ‘Lesbian love’
however seemed to be less common than ‘mutual masturbation’ (ibid).
Schapera (1930) and Falk (1925) also mentioned that Nama women
engaged in sworn friendships, called soregus, which might have involved
mutual masturbation. In this case it concerned young married women.
Does this information give us sufficient historical background to
understand the present-day Nama ‘lesbian men’? Hardly – both women’s
friendships and the practice of the elongation of the labia occurred and
persist to the present time in societies in which lesbian relationships are not
as visible as they are among Nama women. In countries such as Sudan,
Benin and Kenya where women marriages were common and sometimes
still exist, as Nancy Baraka in this volume writes, homophobia is rife.
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Overview of women’s same-sex relations and practices in Africa
Let’s have a closer look at some of the snapshots on my desk. I will first
introduce some aspects of girls’ homo-erotic play, including the practice of
the elongation of the labia minora. I will then touch on glimpses of
information on girls’ initiation rites. Next I will discuss some bond
friendships, such as the oumapanga described for Southern African Khoi
Khoi people, the mummy-baby relations which apparently were and still
are rather widespread, and the bagburu friendships which Evans-Pritchard
described for the Sudanese Nuer. Lastly, I will focus on some aspects of
women marriages.

Girls’ erotic play
Besides the account of Herskovits on the prevalence of girls’ homo-erotic
play, Shostak, in her biography of Nisa, a !Kung woman, describes the
homo-erotic games girls play with each other. As noted above, !Kung
society doesn’t consider these games as ‘sexual’. Manipulation of the
genitals, as involved in the practice of the elongation of the labia which
girls do either alone or amongst themselves, may or may not involve
homo-erotic attraction. Bagnol, writing about homo-erotic relations
among women in present-day Mozambique, notes this is tied to the
collective practice of the elongation of the labia minora. However her
informants in Nampula assured her that this is not seen as a ‘sexual’
practice, as there is no penetration involved. Although at the beginning
this practice may be painful, Bagnol remarks, it permits the ‘development
of onanism in a collective way’ (1996: 25). At times serious relationships
among girls developed. However if they were discovered, they could be
severely punished. For the purpose of this practice is not to develop samesex relations, but to increase heterosexual pleasure. Yet this is not always
the only effect; Bagnol quotes a female traditional healer:
With the passage of time they get excited and end up seducing each
other and having sexual relations. This phenomenon is known as
ocecelana. They do this clandestinely, without their parents knowing.
The relationships thus begun before marriage may extend until much
later in life. Another informant of Bagnol said:
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In a place where there are women who don’t have the possibility of
contact with men, if there is confidence between two girlfriends, one
of them asks the other to help out at that moment … Each person
keeps this as an intimate secret … It is very possible to continue doing
this after marriage, if one of them continues unmarried. One of them
continues to satisfy the other, always in secret … Children have been
known to do this, but in their case it is easy to be caught at this. When
those involved are adults, it is difficult to be discovered. In the event
that they are caught, the case would get spread around. It’s called
akyamuku: a person who isn’t at ease, who is abnormal as regards the
sexual aspect.
How widespread the practice of the lengthening of the inner lips was
and still is, is difficult to say. According to Karsch-Haack it was
widespread, and not only the Hottentot women engaged in it, but also the
Namaqua, the Waganda and the Woloff, among other groups (1975
456/7). These are examples from various parts of Africa, so this begs the
same question posed above on the prevalence of women marriages. Did
and do other groups not engage in elongation of the labia, or did the
ethnographers working with these groups never notice the practice?
Present-day research is particularly scarce. I know from my own work in
Benin that it is still practised there but I don’t know on what scale. A
4
student from Zimbabwe told me that girls there still engage regularly in
this practice, while Bagnol describes it for Mozambique. A recent
collection of articles on sexualities in Africa only refers to elongation of
the labia in Mozambique (Arnfred 2004). Another question is whether the
meaning of this practice is the same among all groups in which it exists,
giving rise to similar sentiments.
Initiation rites
Initiation rites marked the passage from childhood to adulthood. Girls
who had gone through them were considered marriageable. Hailonga
(2005) notes that only after girls had gone through those rites, could they
have sexual intercourse with men. Nowadays initiation rites have almost
been abolished, under great pressure from both the missionaries and
colonial and post-colonial authorities, who consider them as alternately
pagan or outdated. Yet these rites served the important function of
preparing the girls for sexuality, among other things, and in many cases
this function has not been taken over by other authorities (Hailonga
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2005). What happened during these rites often remains a mystery as their
secrecy was closely guarded. Among the Ovambo in northern Namibia, a
process of gender reversal took place during these rites called efundula in
which the girls for one day acted, and were treated, as boys (Becker
5
2004). They could even beat up boys. This is confirmed by Madelene
Isaacks in this volume.
Bagnol has more explicit information to offer on the puberty rites girls
are going though in the Mozambican province of Nampula. The purpose
of the rite is for the girl to learn her nihimo, a spiritual entity that binds
her to the clan. It is at the same time the name of her clan. The initiation
process starts with the elongation of the labia at the age of 10 or 11 years,
to ‘make the woman complete’ and, as is added, so as to ‘give more
pleasure to the man’. Ultimately the labia may be inserted into the vagina
so as to provoke greater friction and pleasure for her future male partner.
The ideal length is 5 cm. Men, women or other girls may manipulate the
labia, with or without the penis. If girls do it to each other they may
develop an erotic attraction for which the girls, as noted above, are
reprimanded. Their sexual education is resumed after their first
menstruation, when they are taught about sexual relations with their
future male partners. For this purpose a model of the penis made of clay
6
or wood is used. An older girl or woman may tie the penis onto her belt.
The girls are also taught the appropriate moans to convey sexual pleasure
and learn how to use hot water as a form of masturbation (Gagnol 1996:
22). So while the puberty rites, as described here, seem to allow for some
same-sex activity, any other form of sexual behaviour than penile
penetration, including masturbation and oral contact is considered taboo,
and to belong to the realm of witchcraft (Bagnol 1996: 23).
The persistence of youthful feelings of attraction to other girls also
comes out clearly in various interviews recorded in the previous chapters
of this volume. When there is no social niche in which girls can express
their erotic feelings for each other, society can be extremely harsh towards
those who experience(d) them. As Vera Vimbele, a lesbian activist from
Umtata (capital of Transkei, in South Africa), told Mike Olivier:
From an early age I knew I was different. I never had feelings for men
and I always had feelings for women. But I never had anyone in the
village to talk to about these feelings – in my village gays were
unheard of. I tried to suppress these feelings, but eventually they came
out. I shocked the whole village in Standard 6 when a rumour spread
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that I had proposed to another girl. It’s true, I was madly in love with
this girl, and I would follow her everywhere, from the river to her
home. My grandparents and I were called before the village chief and
his council of elders. The whole village turned up at the hearing, to
insult me and make nasty comments. They assumed that because I had
proposed to the girl, I must be stabane, a hermaphrodite, with both
male and female genitals. I was taken to a hut where a woman forced
me to undress and examined me. When they discovered that it was
‘normal’ the chief ordered that I be lashed. I don’t remember how many
sjambok lashings I received; all I remember is crying and screaming
with pain as the whole village jeered at me. I was warned never to
repeat such behaviour again (Gevisser and Cameron 1995: 194).
The chapters in this volume of for instance Siza Khumalo and Nkunzi
Nkabinde also abound with stories of young girls fighting to be able to
express their feelings of attraction to other girls.
Mummy-baby relationships and other bond friendships
In the literature I found various examples of bond friendships. Another form
in which girls and women could express their affection for each other is in
the various kinds of bond friendships. These are long lasting friendships
which were/are generally sealed in a particular way, through a pledge, a
ritual or an (asymmetric) gift. Girls or women tied to each other in these
ritualised friendships often also had, or were expected to have heterosexual
relationships. Homo-erotic attraction including genital contact might be
part of this institution. An early example of such a bond friendship is the
oumapanga relation described by Karsch-Haack. In his queries concerning
elongation of the labia, he asked advice from Professor Fritsch, an expert on
those relations in German South West Africa (nowadays Namibia). The
learned professor answered:
When girls are oumapanga with each other, they commit perversities.
It concerns at least two persons. The way in which they practise
their perversity is changing, but lesbian love seems less widespread
than mutual masturbation, whether it is manual, or with the help of
an appropriate or inappropriate object (quoted in Karsch-Haack
7
1975: 472).
A few pages later Karsch-Haack provided some more details about
this oumapanga relationship. It concerned the Ovaherero and particularly
the Damara:
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When men enter into such relationships they possess their wives
collectively, but if female persons are each other’s oumapanga, it
means that they have sexual relations with each other, something
their elders are fully aware of.
In 1900 the missionary Brincker explains that oupanga is an
originally good custom but that it has become a terrible vice. Two
men who are each other’s epanga commit themselves to giving mutual
gifts of cattle and other things and to have access to each other’s wives
and herds … Even girls become each other’s oupanga to commit ‘bad
acts’ with each other but also, and that was the original idea, to help
each other until death. Etymologically the word means ‘connection’
and is related to the traditional healers, the ovapange (Karsch-Haack
1975: 475-6).
If we ignore the racism in the above description, a picture emerges of
deep same-sex bonds that both men and women could develop with each
other. These bonds were mutual, and long lasting, and were fully socially
accepted. For women genital contact might be an important element.
However, the missionaries considered these friendships a ‘vice’ and set
about abolishing them. When I asked students in present-day Namibia
whether they had heard of such an institution, they replied they knew the
word oumapange or oupanga, but as a common term for friendship, not
with the connotations the earlier form carried.
Evans-Pritchard described a similar form of bond friendship among
women. During his fieldwork among the Nuer in southern Sudan, he
encountered various cases of what he calls ‘lesbianism’ of which he was
informed by male informants. They told him that in polygamous families
some women would satisfy their female partners with a sweet potato or
manioc root cut in the shape of a penis, or with a banana. The partners
would reverse roles. While male same-sex practices, particularly among
the warriors, who took boy wives, were accepted, women’s same-sex
practices were looked upon with suspicion. Zande princes, EvansPritchard informed us, considered it as a highly dangerous practice, and
associated it with adandara, a kind of cat born of women. It would be
fatal these princes felt ‘were a man to see one of these women suckling her
kittens’ (Evans-Pritchard 1970: 1432). It was told that in the old days
several kings had died on account of these practices, and that wives
engaging in such practices had been killed. Nevertheless, other Azande
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men informed the anthropologist that ‘lesbianism was much practised’
and that
‘… once a woman has started homosexual intercourse she is likely to
continue it because she is then her own master and may have
gratification when she pleases and not just when a man cares to give it
to her and the gratification may also last as long as she pleases’ (ibid).
Upon further investigation Evans-Pritchard found that women
conducted a simple rite, called bagburu, after having obtained permission
from their husbands. There was an exchange of gifts, a maize cob was
divided and the women each planted half of the seeds in their own garden.
As a bagburu relationship did not necessarily involve genital contact, men
could state no clear reason why to prohibit such a bond friendship, but
they did feel uneasy about it, as they feared it would be a ‘respectable
cover for homosexual intimacies’ (ibid).
Evans-Pritchard then noted down the following story from a male
informant, called Kisanga. I’ll quote it in a slightly abridged version:
Women get together and one says to another:
… ‘Lady, I am greatly in love with you. Oh lady, how shall we
manage this horrible husband?’
‘Hm! Eh lady, do they keep all that watch on a woman lady!’
‘Ah lady, let us play a trick. You come after my husband and we will
make a pact love friendship (bagburu) between us and he will think
it is just a friendship between women, and you lady can pleasure me.’
Early in the morning she takes a gift, such as a spear, and she comes
to visit the husband in his home. She says to the husband:
‘Eh, Sir, it is about my friend, master. I said to myself sir, that I
would come to ask the prince about her; no man am I who could
deceive you with a woman.’ He says: ‘Oh lady maybe I shall consent.’
‘Oh sir, by your head. Let me have the woman sir. I will grind her
flour for her and if she is sick I will gather her firewood.’ …
‘I must consult the oracles first, lady.’ … She sleeps two nights and
then grinds flour and she comes with flour and porridge … her lover
runs to meet her on the path.
‘Oh my love. Oh, my friend. She puts down the flour and porridge
at the side of the homestead. Her lover takes a stool and puts it for
her to be seated. The husband sulks:
‘Lady let me be, I am feeling chilly today.’
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They take his food and bring it. He breaks off one lump of porridge.
The wife puts water before her lover as though she were her [male
EP] husband. She has her penis in her bag … The woman-husband
makes a hole through the sweet potato and then tries it with a cord to
her loins … She washes herself with water and anoints herself with oil.
The two women get up to lie on the ground because their
movements on the bed make a noise. The wife of the man says: ‘that
spying husband of mine, he is nasty enough to try and trap people in
a hut’ …
‘Let us do what we are going to do. … She makes her keep quiet by
shaking her head at her while she takes her pleasure of her love. The
husband comes and crouches in the porch and he hears the sounds of
them in the hut … as they say to each other: ‘Oh my brother, Oh my
darling. Oh my husband, Oh lady.’ He enters the hut and when they
see him they rise from the ground. He seizes his wife and says (to the
other woman);
‘Oh my friend you kill me. I thought you had come to my house in
goodwill but it seems it is my death you bring.’ Then he calls his
senior wife.
‘Heyo! My husband, do you summon me to a woman’s affair – your
wives can be very malicious, sir is it my fault that you went and
entered the hut?’ (Evans-Pritchard 1970: 1433)
Evans-Pritchard offered the story (which probably happened around the
turn of the 19th and 20th century) without much further analysis. He
didn’t question Kisanga’s version, which echoed the fear Nuer males had
of such ‘deceitful’ love relationships. Yet even if we look at it with these
hesitations, a number of observations seem relevant. The bagburu
relationship is entered into out of deep affection, and involves sexual
pleasure. It is contracted in an institutionalised way, through an exchange
of gifts. This relationship exists beside a heterosexual relationship. The
purpose of this relationship is not to bear a son, as is the case of the
women marriages we will discuss below, but to express the feelings of
attraction both women partners share.
A specific and probably more contemporary form of bond friendship is
the mummy-baby relationship. Whether the mummy-baby relationships
are simply more modern forms of the older bond friendships, or whether
they developed independently is unclear, as the records are too scanty.
Whether the bond friendships as described above still exist in some parts
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of Africa is also not known to me. Kendall (1999) does draw a historical
line and suggests that the motsoalle friendships of the old days in Lesotho,
which, as she maintains, resembled the bagburu relationship of the Nuer
that Evans-Pritchards described, are mostly gone. Her informants
deplored this: ‘People now don’t love like they did long ago’ (Kendall
1999: 174). Again, it is tempting to fill up the enormous void between the
Nuer in Sudan and the Basotho in southern Africa, but I find that too
speculative. That the memory of the motsoalle relationships is not
altogether wiped out has to be ascribed to the present-day mummy-baby
relationships and the anthropologists who wrote about them.
As it becomes clear from my reading, the major motivation to contract
such bond friendships is the affection between the partners concerned.
These relations generally also involve the (asymmetrical) exchange of gifts
to seal the bond and the use of fictive kinship and/of marriage
terminology. Blacking (1978) pointed to another important rationale, the
status that the ‘mother’ derives from being able to order her ‘baby’
around, or from having several ‘babies’. In most cases they exist/ed sideby-side with heterosexual relationships. Blacking recorded that the
mummies too might have boyfriends. In this volume we have recorded
various examples of such mummy-baby relations, such as in the chapter
by Siza Khumalo from Swaziland. In the cases described here, most of the
partners continue after their schooldays, either with the relationship itself,
or they become engaged with other women partners. It is clear from the
examples provided in this volume that for the women concerned, physical
affection and sexuality are integral components of their relationship. Yet
in earlier studies, the physical aspects such relationships might entail were
the topic of much hesitation and ambiguity.
Gay, in discussing relationships among adolescent girls in Lesotho in the
1970s, suggested that these ‘intimate female relationships’ were
compatible with ‘normal heterosexuality’, in African societies such as in
Lesotho. However, in further analysing Lesotho mummy-baby
relationships she shied away from describing them as sexual, in the way
male-male relationships were, such as in the mines.
However, the female relationships we have analysed are compatible
with heterosexuality and involve fictive kinship, not fictive marriage
terminology. They represent a broader kind of romantic-sensual
relationship which has closer affinity to the physical and emotional
pleasures of mother-child and perhaps sister-sister bonds, than to the
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genital pleasures of homosexuality. In fact, genital contacts are not
considered primary in these ‘mummy-baby’ relationships. Whatever
contact may be involved in lengthening the labia minora (und) are
apparently not regarded as emotionally significant, whereas falling in
love with a girl and simply caressing her is. One girl said she
wondered if a boy could ever love as seriously as a girl, or if they only
wanted sexual satisfaction (Gay 1979: 54-55).
Gay then suggested that these relationships might point to the
importance of the study of bisexuality. In her view people ‘are’ either
homosexual or heterosexual, or bisexual. She incorporated sexuality as a
constitutive element of identity formation, rather than as a practice that
individuals may engage in. She did point, however, to an important aspect
that many earlier anthropologists, notably Karsch-Haack, misses, the
difference between women’s and men’s experiences of sexuality, intimacy
and love.
If Gay (1979) insisted the mummy-baby relationships she described in
Lesotho only involved fictive kinship, not fictive marriage terminology,
Blacking’s (1978), writing at about the same time and at not too great a
distance from Lesotho, found that in Venda and Zulu societies girls did
use marriage terminology and that they did engage in sexual relationships.
Does this mean that in Lesotho girls involved in mummy-baby
relationships did not engage in genital relationships while at Venda and
Zulu schools they did? The answer is unclear, as Gay did not give very
detailed descriptions of what the girls actually did when they were in bed,
cuddling, being in love, together. On the basis of Kendall’s later work and
Gay’s own hesitation to acknowledge that women can engage in genital
sex while heterosexually married (while pointing to the importance of the
study of bisexuality), I am inclined to conclude that Gay’s fieldwork may
be incomplete in this respect. Another problem with Gay’s work is that she
imputed these mummy-baby relationships to the scarcity of men in
Lesotho at the time, as many of them had left for the mines in South
Africa. Though loneliness and heterosexual deprivation might have played
a role in some cases, the accounts of bond friendships being contracted
because of mutual attraction between the partners concerned are too
many to ignore.
So the meanings of erotic, emotional and sexual practices among girls,
including the practice of the elongation of the labia minora, differ widely
among various African societies and over time, as do the consequences
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these practices may have (had) for girls engaging in them. Various forms
of physical attraction are recorded. Whether these were called ‘sexual’
differs widely. The absence of a concept of ‘sexuality’ for what women do
in bed together in many cases both protected the relationship and
relegated it to liminality. As a contemporary self-identified lesbian in
South Africa reflects:
I did love her but I didn’t think of it as lesbian … I approached her.
She asked me if I was a lesbian. And that was the first time I heard
the word. She said … if I was a lesbian she would be scared of me.
But if we could be amachicken then she wouldn’t mind. You see, she
meant just to kiss and hold hands and nothing further. But I wanted
more … I think it was through my relationship with her that I realised
… what it was I felt for other women’ (Bongie and Chan Sam in
Gevisser and Cameron 1995: 187).
Women marriages
8
Women marriages have been recorded in some forty societies in Africa.
They seem to have been concentrated in four major regions, southern
Sudan, Kenya, southern Africa and Nigeria and neighbouring Benin.
Tietmeyer (1985) arranged all available anthropological material in one
convenient review, so I don’t have to repeat here the major characteristics
of most groups. I will concentrate instead on three issues. In the first place
the distinction between the two major forms of women marriages, the
independent ones in which a rich woman married another woman on her
own account and the dependent marriages where such marriages were
contracted on behalf of some male (deceased or sonless). Secondly, I will
discuss the motivations of the partners concerned to contract such
marriages. Lastly, I will deliberate on some aspects of the relationship
between the three actors in these marriages, the female-husband, hir wife
and the genitor(s) of the children born to such union.
Women marriages, as described by the ethnologists working before or just
after the Second World War, or even earlier, were not a marginal
phenomenon. They were fully embedded in the particular social structure of
the ethnic group in which the partners lived. Herskovits (1937) and
Bohannan (1949) for example elaborate on the rules of conducting such
marriages and the inheritance of the property of the female-husbands among
the Fon. Yet colonial administrators and postcolonial politicians and policy
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makers expressed great reservations and women marriages are not
recognised in contemporary laws. At present the children of such marriages
may find it difficult to inherit the land or other wealth of their female father,
which used to be a common practice, which was indeed one of the major
cultural reasons why the marriage was contracted. Tietmeyer for example
quoted a Nigerian court case, in which the judge opined that ‘… any decent
society should abhor …’, woman-to-woman marriage (Akpamgbo 1977 in
Tietmeyer 1985: 44). The Nigerian lawyer Amechu also noted down such
statements. She analysed a few court cases in one of which the Nigerian
Supreme Court described the custom as ‘repugnant’ and ‘impossible’. How
so, ‘impossible’, Amechi wondered? All kinds of heterosexual marriages
contracted for companionship or in which no sexual relations take place
have been seen as perfectly acceptable (Amechi 1981: 28).
What forms of women marriages are known? Evans-Pritchard first
coined the term ‘woman-marriage’; Tietmeyer used the anthropologically
correct term ‘gynaegamie’; others used ‘woman-to-woman marriages, (see
Amechi above). I prefer the term women marriage, as it involves the
legalised union between two women. In societies where polygyny is
common, the female-husband can likewise marry two or more wives. I
adopt Amechi’s useful definition of a customary marriage, as ‘a permanent
union between two persons, recognised by the law of the parties
concerned as creating mutual rights and duties and invariably the nucleus
of a contractual relationship between their respective families’ (Amechi:
1981: 22). Of major concern are the rights over, and duties towards, the
children born to those marriages, particularly sons. This leads Bohannan
to specify that a women marriage actually confers the rights ‘in uxorem’
of the wife not to the genitor of the child, but to her female-husband
(Bohannan 1949). The conditions in which women marriages are/were
contracted, are that they occur in patrilinear societies in which status and
wealth are inherited in the male line, and in which sons also secure the
ancestor cults. Tietmeyer added that in the societies she studied
matrilinear elements were also prevalent and that in general the women in
such societies were not severely subordinated.
Dependent and independent women marriages
A women marriage is thus a marriage in which a woman, either for reasons
of her own or in the name of a (deceased) male pays the bride-price prevalent
in that society and thus acquires the rights over the labour and the products
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of the womb of her wife. The amount and the nature of the bride-price differs
according to the societies in which the parties live. Payment of the bride-price
legalises the marriage, and the children born in that marriage.
There are various types of such marriages (see also Wieringa 1998).
Evans-Pritchard for instance recorded ghost women marriages among the
Nuer, in which a woman paid the bride-price for another woman in the
name of a deceased male. The children then belonged to that male person
(a husband, or son of the female-husband) and continued his line. Other
groups such as the Lovedu, the Gikuyu and the Nandi, also knew and still
know ghost marriages (Tietmeyer 1985, Krige 1974). In other cases an
infertile woman or a woman who had no sons herself married a younger
woman who would then bear sons for her husband in the name of the
female-husband. The female-husband could thus be wife to her husband,
and mother to their children, and husband to her wife and father to the
children of that wife. In both cases the woman would exhibit the gender
conduct thought proper for her role, as either wife/mother, or
husband/father. Gender here then clearly is relational, it is not seen as an
inalienable attribute of the person concerned, but as something that
belongs to the role one plays. I call the above two types of women
marriages the ‘dependent’ ones. O’Brien spoke of the ‘surrogate’ type.
Nancy Baraka describes such a dependent women marriage among the
Kamba in Kenya.
There were/are also forms of women marriages in which a woman paid
the bride-price for another woman because she wanted to found a
compound of her own. This practice has been recorded for many societies
such as the Fon, the Nuer, the Nandi and the Igbo. Shilluk princesses and
the Lovedu queens should also be categorized here. Lovedu queens were
barred from marrying a man (Krige 1974). The Shilluk princesses were not
so strictly limited, but if they married a man of lower status, they would
lose their royal title. If they married a woman on the other hand they could
keep their title and privileges. These independent or ‘autonomous’
(O’Brien) women marriages involved female-husbands of some wealth and
prestige. Among the Lovedu for instance the traditional healers had such
prestige and could accumulate wealth accordingly (Krige 1974). The
chapter by Nkunzi Nkabinde in this volume also describes this practice.
Sometimes these women were married or were rich widows (as for instance
in Mombasa, Shepherd 1987). In other cases this concerned women who
had never married. In societies where all women are supposed to contract
heterosexual marriages these must be strong women indeed.
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Status, wealth and thus economic independence, are critical preconditions
for women to become female-husbands. O’Brien found that among the
Venda she researched 5 of the 23 cases of female-husbands were traditional
healers. She suggested that among the Koni there were indications that a
woman chief had to be a female-husband. As Shepherd (1987) wrote,
Mombasa women who had enough economic power to support other
women would often contract women marriages. Hay (1982) researched the
link between economic means and the prevalence of women marriages in
colonial western Kenya. She found that women marriages peaked in the
years of rural prosperity before the Great Depression and gradually declined
after the Second World War. Then it became more common in urban areas,
reflecting the shifts in economic opportunities in both the formal and
informal sectors of the economy.
Motivations to contract a women marriage
Women contract/ed women marriages for a great variety of reasons. Prestige,
in the case of the autonomous female-husbands, and sons for all femalehusbands are cited by all the authors I studied as primary motivations for
women to pay the bride-price for another woman. Oboler (1980), for
instance, commented on the rise in status female-husbands gained. Yet the
desire to get sons to inherit the land and other wealth and to continue the line
does not seem to be the only reason. Tietmeyer asked herself the question,
what other options were open in any society that practise(d) women
marriages for women, particularly in ‘dependent’ situations, to get sons? She
concluded that every society had other socially accepted ways to solve this
dilemma. The solutions range from levirate, sororate, adoption, heterosexual
ghost marriage or institutionalised concubinage. Thus clearly, a women
marriage is an attractive solution among other possibilities. Yet Tietmeyer did
not dwell on why evidently women cho(o)se to marry another woman.
Amechi too gave the stigma of barrenness as the major motivating factor why
women would engage in women marriages. Obbo on the other hand saw
women marriages as a creative way East African women had found to assert
their individuality in otherwise patrilinear societies. She went so far as to
suggest that women marriages occurred between those women who are
‘unable to lead satisfying lives in a man-woman relationship’ (1976: 372).
She gave an interesting case study of a Kamba woman, Jane, who carefully
selected her wife. Yet she emphatically denied that sexual or erotic pleasure
might be involved, criticising Herskovits for his suggestion that this might be
the case from time to time.
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Evans-Pritchard came with the usual patriarchal ‘explanation’ of
women’s same-sex relations: heterosexual deprivation in a polygynous
relationship. Yet his own case study which I have cited above, denies this.
The two women partners were in love with each other and didn’t seem to
miss heterosexual attentions. Other reasons cited why women wanted to
engage women marriages are for female-husbands to secure the services of
a daughter-in-law (Krige 1974, and Huber 1968/9) or to rent their wives
to male sexual partners (Talbot quoted in Tietmeyer 1985). Burja’s (1975)
case study of female prostitutes in Nairobi is also interesting. She found
that some of these female entrepreneurs, who had always led very
independent lives, preferred to marry a younger woman when they were
getting old, for companionship and to inherit their goods.
Various authors, such as Oboler (1980), also listed the advantages such
marriages generally had for the wives of the female-husbands concerned.
She reminded us that wife beating hardly occurred, that the sexual division
of labour was often more equal, and that the women partners usually got
on very well. O’Brien (1977) too commented on the unusual level of
harmoniousness she witnessed. It is striking that most of the authors I
studied (Shepherd 1987 and Herskovits 1937 being the main exceptions)
seem reluctant to allow for the possibility of affection, erotic attraction and
sexual pleasure to be among the motivating factors for the partners to
initiate proceedings, in the case of female-husbands, or to accept a woman
partner, in the case of their wives. As in heterosexual marriages these
factors will not always have been present. Force, particularly from parents,
sexual exploitation and other forms of abuse that Tietmeyer (1985)
mentioned will also have occurred. Heterosexual marriages have also been
contracted for such reasons. It is striking that although all authors either
explicitly or implicitly allow for the possibility of choice, they do not
conclude that affection might be an important motivating factor.
Characteristics that might make young women good workers and fertile
mothers will definitely have played a major role among the factors
determining the choice of the female-husbands, as was the case in
heterosexual marriages. But why not consider emotional factors as well,
such as attraction and intimacy? The interviews that Nkunzi Nkabinde
conducted with present-day Zulu healers in South Africa all indicate that
attraction towards the partners is a major reason for choosing the
particular wife they married. Even if it is their dominant, male ancestors
who indicate to them that they must marry a wife, it is they themselves who
choose their wives or negotiate the choice of a wife with their ancestors.
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I don’t suggest here that sexuality played a similar role determining the
identities of the partners in women marriages contracted in earlier times
as it does in present-day urban middle class surroundings (see also
Wieringa 2004b). Having sons, acquiring the prestige the founder of a
compound was due, may have played more important roles. But I don’t
want to rule out the possibility that affection, erotic attraction and
sexuality also motivate particular women to contract a women marriage.
It is clear that for the usually younger wives, the possibility of marrying
a rich partner will have been a major consideration. Another frequently
cited circumstance is that some of these future brides already had children
of their own out of wedlock. The possibility of legitimising these children
and giving them a more secure future will surely have weighed heavily.
Yet, again will emotional compatibility or attraction not also have played
a role? Several authors suggest that the age gap between the partners,
which might be considerable, would preclude intimacy between the
partners. But this also applies to many heterosexual marriages,
particularly in societies where it is difficult for young men to acquire
sufficient cattle for the bride-price. And, again intimacy between partners
of unequal age is not uncommon.
Husbands, wives and genitors
There are usually three (or more) partners involved in a women marriage,
the female-husband, the wife and the genitor(s) of the children. A great
variation in behaviours, status and expectation is recorded for particularly
the positions of female-husband and genitor. The definition of who can be
called a female-husband varies. Most authors that I studied call every
woman who has paid a bride-price a female-husband. But as Huber
(1968/9) and Schlegel (1977 in Tietmeyer 1985) warn us, not all women
who paid the bride-price can actually be considered to play the role of a
husband. Especially in dependent marriages, where the bride-price was
paid by a woman but in the name of a male, the female-husband may have
acted more as a senior woman than as a husband. Huber even spoke of
them as taking up the mother-in-law role.
As indicated above most authors agree that there is no sex between the
women partners involved in such marriages. O’Brien (1977) maintained
that once a woman became a female-husband, her sex life stopped. Will
that actually always have been the case? I suggest that too few historical
studies exist that have really explored this issue in some depth to warrant
a conclusion like that. In the first place the researchers may not have asked
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what their informants considered to be ‘sex’. If they only referred to penile
penetration that was indeed not allowed (and maybe not desired either).
But if the definition of sexuality would have been wider and would have
included same-sex intimacies, the female-husbands might well have been
found to engage in that.
According to Krige (1974), the Lovedu rain queen seemed not to have
had any choice in the matter. She was simply not supposed to have sexual
relations with men. However Lovedu traditional healers too contracted
women marriages. Would their motivation to do so have been so very
different from that of the sangomas whom Nkunzi Nkabinde interviewed?
Shilluk princesses could not marry men of lower status for fear of losing
their privileges. But does this mean, as Tietmeyer suggests, that Shilluk
female-husbands didn’t share intimacies with their women partners? Not
all Shilluk princesses married women, and those who did definitely had a
say in the matter.
Tietmeyer called female-husbands the ‘active’ and their wives the
‘passive’ partners in their relationship. She noted that this usage actually
is more common among (western) lesbian women, who engage in butchfemme role-play and that it may therefore not be very appropriate. I
would go one step further and suggest that even for butch-femme lesbian
couples the distinction between an ‘active’, supposedly butch partner, and
her ‘passive’ femme does not apply. A femme may sexually play a more
determining role than her butch partner, as I found in my own research
among butch-femme lesbians in Jakarta (Wieringa 2004a). So I will not
adopt Tietmeyer’s distinction between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ partners. In
this volume too for instance, Busi Kheswa recorded cases of women who
had switched from butch to femme or the other way round.
The ‘gender’ or social role of the female-husbands varied widely. In some
cases they were seen as men. Barren Nuer women, for instance, were
automatically classified as men, as Evans-Pritchard (1945) noted, and
could thus easily marry (other) women. Likewise the Lovedu rain queen
was seen as a man (Krige 1974). The status and role of female-husbands
varied between these two extremes. Huber (1968/9) recorded that among
the East African Simbete, the female-husband rather should be seen as a
mother-in-law to her ‘wife’. The status and role of female-husbands varied
between these two extremes. One might assume that in autonomous or
independent women marriages the female-husbands tended to have a
higher status than in the dependent ones, in which the female-husband
would act as a substitute for a male kinsman. But the variety is too great
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and the ethnographic literature too scant to justify any sweeping
statements. Oboler (1980) found that although female-husbands were seen
as occupying a male gender role, in actual fact they often deviated from the
privileges accorded to them in that capacity, such as attending political
meetings. O’Brien (1977), who worked among South African Bantu
societies, noted that the status of the female-husbands was already high, as
many of them were political leaders or members of the royal family.
Opinions vary as to the position of the wives in women marriages.
Tietmeyer is the most negative. Her own, admittedly limited, field data in
Kenya (Nandi and Nairobi) include some cases in which poor girls were
forced into a marriage with an older rich woman by her relatives. She also
recorded some cases in which the female-husband would sell the sexual
services of her wife (1985: 87). The other authors I studied however
pointed to the advantages a marriage with a female-husband had for the
girl. As her partner was usually rich and powerful, she gained social
security. Also, she was often free to choose her own male partners.
Oboler’s (1980) observations taught her that female-husbands were
usually less harsh and demanding than male partners might be and that
they would share in the domestic chores. She too noted that wives
nowadays (fieldwork in the late 1970s) choose their own male consorts.
Likewise, none of the cases that Obbo (1976) recorded concerned women
who apparently couldn’t find a male suitor. The women themselves
rejected possible male partners and opted for a marriage with another
woman. Yet Tietmeyer, quoting Obbo, concluded that the ‘passive’ women
accepted the proposal made by her future female-husband because no man
could be found who wanted them (Tietmeyer 1985: 64). It is clear from all
accounts that the wealth and social position of the female-husband was a
major attraction for their wives to accept the marriage proposal. Yet
again, the researchers quoted seem to be reluctant to enquire into the
possibility of emotional or even erotic feelings.
For the children born in these women marriages their most important
father figure was the female-husband. She was the social father, their
inheritance comes from her, the sons, would continue her line or (in the
case of the dependent marriages) the line of the (deceased) male in whose
name she had paid the bride-price. In the case of a sonless wife, the
husband could play the role of the genitor of the children of his barren
first wife. The female-husband however could claim the children as
socially hers. In most cases however the genitor would be an outsider,
usually selected by the female-husband for her wife. The partners in the
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women marriage interviewed by Nancy Baraka made a joint decision
regarding the choice of a genitor.
The role of the biological father varies, both over time and between the
various groups for which women marriages have been recorded. Among
the Simbete for instance, the genitor used to have a rather significant role.
He was a kinsman from the side of the female-husband, who selected him.
In a ceremony he was symbolically linked to his partner. When Huber
(1968/9) conducted his fieldwork he found that the role of the genitor had
been significantly reduced. The wife might have other lovers or she might
prefer to stay with her older partner rather than with the biological father
of her children (again, this speaks of ties of affection between the partners
in the women marriage).
The ‘rewards’ the genitor received for his services varied widely.
Herskovits (1937) recorded that the genitors selected by the femalehusband were in general pleased with the favour they received, as they saw
it as a possibility of having sex with no strings attached. The Lovedu name
for a genitor was ‘bull’. He might play a specific role in the ancestor cult.
It was an open secret who was the ‘lover’ of the wife of the femalehusband, as he would have courted her. He was supposed to pay presents
to his sexual partner and he was expected to help with the work in the
garden. He would also pay school fees for the children he fathered (Krige
1974). If the women marriage among the Nuer was a ghost marriage, the
genitor would usually be a kinsman of the deceased. In case of an
independent women marriage, the female-husband might select anyone.
The genitor would perform labour in the garden (for which he was paid),
and he would get a share of the bride-price paid for his daughter, usually
a cow (Evans-Pritchard 1945). Tietmeyer noted that if formerly the
female-husbands selected the male partners for their wives, in the time she
conducted her field work (in the late 1970s) the wife would select her own
male mate. They would have a visiting, long lasting relationship.
Conclusion
Again looking at my desk after giving this short overview of the
ethnographers’ literature on African women’s same-sex relations and
practices, I wonder how different the picture I present would have looked
if more of them had gone into their fieldwork with a more elaborate and
open-minded set of questions on women’s affections and love for each
other. At the moment I am baffled by the wide gap in expressions of love,
affection and erotic and sexual feelings between the material I discussed
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above and the chapters in the rest of this volume. Is there really so little
historical continuity? While Evans-Pritchard in an explicit way, and
Herskovits more implicitly, allow for women’s expressions of love and
sexuality towards each other, authors such as Krige, Oboler, O’Brien and
Tietmeyer denied women marriages had anything to do with sex between
the partners. Kendall on the other hand, recorded such practices as deep
kissing, rubbing, fondling, tribadism and cunnilingus, with or without
digital penetration, for the Basotho women engaged in bond friendships
(1999: 166). This set of activities corresponds with what the researchers
working in our project found.
Or might it be possible that women marriages differ so radically from
bond friendships? In certain ways they do. Bond friendships seem to have
been contracted mostly on the basis of affection between the partners.
Women marriages on the other hand concerned the continuity of the
patrilineage and status. Yet choice did play an important role and there are
also many accounts of female-husbands who didn’t like (any more) to
contract heterosexual marriages.
Apart from these methodological issues the material presented above
gives rise to a number of reflections on the relation between sex and
gender, the compatibility of same-sex and heterosexual practices and the
continuum between expressions of affection, erotic attraction and
sexuality, which will be further elaborated in the concluding chapter.
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C h a p t e r Te n
Present-day same-sex practices in
Africa: conclusions from the African
Wo m e n ’s L i f e S t o r y P r o j e c t

Ruth Morgan and Saskia Wieringa

T

his book presents a rich picture of the wide variety of same-sex
practices and relations, both historical and in present times in eastern
and southern Africa. The formation of the Coalition of African Lesbians
(CAL) in the wake of this research programme begs the following question.
How are these present-day and historical forms of women’s relations in
eastern and southern Africa related to global movements, both
organisationally and theoretically? In this concluding chapter we will
briefly explore the relevance of the so-called ‘queer global movement’ as
well as some current perspectives on gender for the relations and practices
described here. We also synthesise some dominant themes that emerge from
the material presented. The same-sex relationships described in the
previous chapters are both sexually and emotionally intimate, and are
associated with a range of gendered identities that often develop from an
early age. We therefore consider the ways in which gender and sexuality are
reconstructed in these life stories. We will discuss the following topics: the
heterosexual-same-sexual continuum on which most of the respondents are
located, gendered identities and roles including those assumed in women
marriages and in relation to raising children, the language of identity and
current self-perceptions and their dreams for the future. In the concluding
section we briefly discuss the sexual citizenship to which present-day
African women who have sex with other women aspire.
Global queer?
Global discourses on human, women’s and sexual rights have arisen in the
wake of global socio-economic and political processes such as the spread
of neo-liberal capitalism, the opening up of trade relations, the fast spread
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of ICT (which greatly facilitated this project), rising fundamentalisms of
various sorts and global concerns over regional and ethnic conflicts.
However, the proliferation of a discourse on ‘queer’ or gay movements is
not without its problems. One of the major concerns we have is the
tendency to essentialise and universalise human experiences by assuming
the relevance of ‘western’ categories to the lives of people elsewhere
(Manderson and Jolly 1997, Wieringa 2004). We query the unproblematic
use of such categories as ‘queer’ for two reasons. Firstly, because womenspecific forms of subordination are invisibilised. Women’s economic and
political oppression and their sexual and erotic practices are different from
men’s and cannot be subsumed under the general category ‘queer’ (see
Blackwood and Wieringa 1999 and Wieringa 2004). Secondly, various
forms of women’s same-sex practices, such as the sangomas (traditional
healers) with ancestral wives that Nkunzi Nkabinde describes, and the
women same-sex marriages described in the historical chapter, ostensibly
do not invert or even subvert normative gender or sexual behaviours, as
they (aim to) fall mostly within these categories.
In Africa, local movements and networks of self-identified lesbian
women develop in relation to global movements, creating new visions and
spaces for living non-normative social and sexual practices. But they do
not arise in a vacuum. Communities of women having sex with women,
who identify differently, exist side-by-side and pre-date these new
emerging lesbian groups. Global queer theorists such as Altman (1996)
and Adams et al. (1999), tend to stress the determining influence from
above that global gay or queer movements have on local gay and lesbian
groups. Adams et al. even speaks of ‘national imprints of a global
movement’ (1999: 368). The communities of women engaging in same-sex
practices as described in the preceding chapter, however, do not conform
to that pattern. The only ones who have a connection with the global
world are the young, higher-educated, urban, self-identified lesbian
women, such as the researchers in this project. They are however, a small
section within larger groups of women who express a much wider variety
of same-sex practices. We rather view the communities described here as
relatively autonomous subcultures who are rooted in past practices, even
though only the echoes of those practices remain. Some of these women
have only recently started linking up with each other, for instance through
this research project and the network CAL that they established in 2005
as a result of this project.
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Development of gendered identities
From their vantage point as adults who engage in same-sex practices, many
respondents make links to the gendered identities they assumed in early
childhood, before they were aware of their sexuality. For the male-identified
or butch respondents, female masculinity emerged at an early age in the
interview material from Uganda, Swaziland, Namibia and South Africa.
Many respondents described their feelings of difference from an early age due
to their preference for boys’ activities and clothing. For example, a tommy boy
from Uganda said: ‘I used to live like boys more than girls’. In some instances
they were regarded as boys by their families and outsiders, as was the case
with Hans, one of Elizabeth Khaxas’s male-identified Damara lesbian men,
whose mother regarded hir as a son saying: ‘This is my boy child’.
Similarly, some of the respondents who have complex overlapping and
mixed gendered identities as adults also describe how they assumed
masculine aspects of behaviour as children. As an Ovambo respondent
indicates, ‘I just have to join the boys playing with them soccer [and
playing with] … self-made cars’. One of the silences in the interview
material is the lack of details regarding women-identified respondents’
gendered identities while growing up. None of the interviewees, who as
adults, assume a femme or feminine-gendered identity, goes into much
detail about their childhood experiences. Perhaps they assume that this is
not extraordinary; conforming to feminine dress codes and behaviours
was not marked behaviour, and did not single them out as different.
Although most of the women recall their early same-sex experiences
during their teenage years, some of the women remember early
experiences of secret same-sex exploration which started during primary
school. Many similar accounts from Namibia and Kenya express the
shame and guilt that accompanied the excitement of these first encounters.
For example, one of Madelene Isaacks’s respondents from Namibia tells
her earliest memory of kissing another girl during primary school while
playing house-house with her friends. She already knew that she was
doing something unacceptable, ‘I felt bad, very bad’. In other accounts
there is only enjoyment which occurs secretly such as one of Nancy
Baraka’s respondents from Kenya who enjoyed playing a sexual version of
hide and seek. As she notes, school principals take harsh action against
these learners when they discover what they are doing.
Most researchers found that it was more common for girls to start
exploring their same-sexuality during their teenage years at high school.
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Often feelings of strong connection with other girls and a complete lack of
interest in boys were reported. Feelings of excitement were recalled at
having found what they wanted such as. ‘I felt blood running from the
bottom of my legs to the top of my head’. Sometimes ambivalent feelings
about what was happening were expressed. Elizabeth Khaxas discusses one
of her lesbian men, Calvyn’s, first sexual encounter with another woman
from the church. Although s/he felt ‘youthful shame’ and later felt s/he had
committed a sin, s/he followed hir desire and ‘felt good [and] … got relief.’
Another strong theme that emerges was that early same-sexuality was
discovered in the context of close friendships. For example Madelene
Isaacks describes how one of her Ovambo respondents had a secret
relationship that started while she was in secondary school at the age of
fourteen and continued for four years. Two chapters, by Siza Khumalo
and Nancy Baraka, explore mummy-baby relationships that happen in
boarding schools. The intensity and duration of the emotional and
physical bonds between ‘mummies’ and their ‘babies’ is highlighted in this
material. Chapter 9 explores the historical and geographical spread of
these girls’ friendships.
Same-sexuality and heterosexuality
As demonstrated in the historical chapter, women’s same-sex relationships
often occur side-by-side with certain forms of heterosexuality. In most
countries respondents find a variety of ways, including an association of
one or both partners with men, to manage long-term committed same-sex
relationships, despite the difficulties they encountered from their families
and society. One of Nancy Baraka’s Kenyan respondents, Laura, conducts
her relationship in the privacy of her lover’s flat, despite the fact that her
lover is also simultaneously involved with a man for the sake of
appearances. Although it is difficult to separate same-sexuality from
heterosexuality, as in the above example where both occur simultaneously,
we deal with them in turn for the sake of clarity.
Same-sex relationships
Most respondents were engaged in same-sex relationships at the time of
being interviewed but their life stories reveal a great deal of heterosexuality.
We first look at how these women manage their same-sex relationships and
consider the many types of committed same-sex relationships which range
from relationships of male-identified lesbian men and tommy boys, to the
experiences of the female-identified women in same-sex relationships. The
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spectrum includes the relationships between female sangomas and their
ancestral wives in South Africa and traditional same-sex marriages without
a genital component in Kenya.
As discussed in the introduction and chapter 9 the level of secrecy
surrounding same-sex relationships varies. Traditional women marriages
were lived openly as they were fully institutionalised in the societies in
which they occurred. Present-day lesbian relationships however are often
denounced. Exceptions are the male-identified women such as the Damara
lesbian men in Namibia and the tommy boys in Uganda who manage to
gain acceptance from their families as ‘men’ who have ‘wives’. It is also
possible to have more open relationships in South Africa as shown by Busi
Kheswa’s lesbian respondents. However, this openness does not extend to
some of the sangomas in South Africa, particularly those in rural areas,
who have complex relationships with their ancestral wives often
necessitating secrecy. For example, two of the older sangomas that Nkunzi
Nkabinde describes have male husbands and therefore have secret samesex relationships with their ancestral wives.
The majority of the women interviewed across all six countries are in a
variety of committed, loving, caring and enduring same-sex relationships.
This does not mean that the relationships are not without problems, as
detailed in both of the Namibian papers. Madelene Isaacks describes the
ambivalence in two of her respondents’ same-sex relationships resulting in
male partners at certain points in the relationship. Sîros and Lerato had
been in nine-year same-sex relationships at the time they were interviewed
despite upheavals and separations when one partner in the relationship
questioned their same-sexuality and went off with men. However, they are
now both in committed same-sex relationships in stable family units.
Some of the respondents prefer more fickle encounters which are termed
‘hit and run’. This seems to occur more often with male-identified
respondents. For example, Jackie, one of Marie Nagadya’s Ugandan
informants who identifies as a tommy boy, has had many girlfriends in the
past in order to prove hir manhood: ‘I was up to the hit and run saga but
am now over those days’. Jackie now has two partners whom s/he is
seeing. A similar phenomenon occurs in Namibia where Elizabeth Khaxas
points out that many lesbian men lead promiscuous lives, which gives rise
to many complications. For example Calvyn, who is male-identified and
has five children, was the most promiscuous of all respondents. Elizabeth
Khaxas argues that Calvyn is capable of loving and committed
relationships in spite of hir promiscuity. S/he had a long-term relationship

313

000352_ZGALA_TOMBOY

1/19/07

10:20 AM

Page 314

Tommy boys, lesbian men and ancestral wives
in the past with hir female Ovambo woman partner who subsequently
died. They did not live together because at the time Calvyn was also
together with the father of three of hir children.
In relation to female-identified respondents the following situation can
be noted. In Swaziland the situation is complicated as only Mimi’s
relationship appears to be stable. Mimi would like to get married to her
present partner and have children. In Namibia, Elizabeth Khaxas reports
that Marianne, her only female-identified respondent has a committed but
problematic relationship as a result of financial troubles between them, as
well as the jealousy and drinking of her male-identified lover.
Regarding traditional same-sex marriages in Kenya and South Africa,
the case in Kenya among the Kamba, as described by Nancy Baraka, has
no genital component. This relationship appears to be reciprocal, based on
loving and mutually supportive. In contrast Nkunzi Nkabinde finds that
in South Africa the situation for some of the sangomas and their ancestral
wives is more complex. Four of the sangomas with a same-sex orientation
have had erotic, physical same-sex relationships (with a genital
component) with their ancestral wives, while the fifth has an ancestral
wife with whom she does not have such a relationship. Instead she has a
same-sex lover with whom she has a (same-sex) physical relationship
(with a genital component) as discussed below.
Same-sex practices
What are the meanings attached to the erotic, emotional and sexual
practices of the women who were interviewed for this project? It seems
that all the women, with the exception of the Kamba women in a
traditional women’s marriage, consider their same-sex practices to be for
their, and/or their partner’s, sexual gratification. Initially some women,
particularly in East Africa, express embarrassment when same-sex
practices were explored in the interviews. However, the majority of
women are able to discuss their sexual practices openly and frankly as
indicated by their comments: ‘I love and enjoy sex’, ‘usually we come
together’, ‘I can also reach that orgasm’, and ‘many ways of doing sex
came to me’. They practice a range of same-sex activities: ‘We can do
anything that comes across us that makes us feel good. We can spoon,
finger-fuck, we can kiss anything, spanking, biting, thumbing, squeezing
and so on’. Same-sex practices include digital penetration, genital contact
such as koekstamp (grinding where two vaginas press against each other)
in Namibia and oral sex. Tanzanian women report enjoying playing with
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vibrators and dildos, although they are expensive. These toys are not very
popular in southern Africa, as they are perceived to be somewhat artificial,
and to interfere with the intimacy and intensity of feeling that is of
paramount importance e.g. ‘what will that rubber do to somebody and
what feelings does that give?’, ‘I mean sex is not about the toys, it’s the
way you make the other one feel’. Some of the male-identified lesbians or
butches, such as all the Damara lesbian men, do not want to be penetrated
by their partners, while other butches or modern women don’t mind more
reciprocal relationships: ‘It’s 50/50 in all aspects of my life, my
relationships’, ‘I would never go for 0/100 as I used to when I was
younger’. The division of butch-femme sexual roles is usually not strictly
adhered to. Most of the women are aware of the dangers of HIV, yet very
few of them, apart for those who know they are HIV positive, practise
safe-sex. They explain that there is no need to do so, as they trust their
partners to be monogamous, despite knowing that their partners have
histories of relationships with men.
Heterosexual relationships
Many of the women report having had relationships with men for a range
of reasons. At one extreme Sophia Musa Mohamed describes an example
of enforced heterosexuality in Tanzania when one of her informants,
Jovita, was forced by her family to leave high school in order to get married
to a man when she knew very clearly that she wanted a relationship with
another woman. She coped by running away ‘after six months as a slave in
a marriage’. The reasons for getting involved with men range from
enforced marriage, such as the above example, to free choice in the case of
one of the Ovambo women. She states that she knows ‘both sides’ and feels
that it’s just a matter of preference, in the same way one can choose the
flavour of one’s preferred ice cream. However, for many women we have
seen that there is often a great struggle to accept same-sexuality due to the
pressure to conform to cultural expectations. Most often the women
themselves attempted to form heterosexual relationships as this was
expected of them. A common response to the knowledge that they were
different from other girls was to get a boyfriend, to prove to the outside
world that one was ‘normal’. In Kenya, Nancy Baraka describes how one
of her respondents, Laura, had a boyfriend to distance herself from the
intensity of her feelings for girls and her ‘baby’ in particular. Although there
were instances of experimenting with men in Kenya and Tanzania, none of
the women in East Africa became pregnant and had children.
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In southern Africa there is a high rate of heterosexual involvement as a
result of the pressure to be heterosexual and bear children. The majority
of women who had engaged in heterosexual sexual practices did so in a
casual way. Sometimes they were using men in an attempt to ignore their
same-sex desires, and sometimes they slept with men in order to get
pregnant. One of Elizabeth Khaxas’s lesbian men says ‘I don’t know what
happened; we were only together for that day’. They often see sex with
men as less romantic and caring. The majority of the respondents in this
project were involved with another woman at the time they were
interviewed, and had decided to raise their children within these same-sex
committed relationships. The biological fathers of their children are not
involved in their upbringing. For example Zozo, the butch South African
policewoman, became pregnant three times before she accepted that she
wanted to be with women. Such spurts of heterosexual behaviour were
also apparent in Namibia where Madelene Isaacks describes the rebellion
that she believes accounts for her respondents’ heterosexual encounters. In
Swaziland, Siza Khumalo reports that the majority of her respondents had
experienced heterosexual relationships in the past but had decided not to
get involved with men anymore due to issues such as increased possibilities
of domestic and sexual violence and a lack of sexual fulfillment. Only one
of the respondents from Swaziland was involved in a serious relationship
with a man at the time of the interview; she still fantasised about getting
involved with a woman.
A particular phenomenon that arises from the interviews conducted in
Namibia is the perceived physical fatherhood of some of the male-identified
female-bodied partners. Both they themselves and their partners believe the
‘wives’ in the relationship got pregnant because the male-identified partner
would ‘shoot’ at moments of intense erotic passion. Although no children
resulted from these perceived pregnancies, the male-identified partners
assumed full responsibility for the abortions or miscarriages that were the
apparent result. This is a departure from the older women marriages where
the female husbands were regarded as social fathers, but were not in any
physical sense related to their children. The self-presentation of both
partners in these relationships thus stressed not only the gender aspects of
butch-femme role-playing, but included also physical elements, namely the
most important ‘proof’ of heterosexuality – pregnancy. Another interesting
phenomenon that can be noted in these women marriages is the relational
aspect of gender behaviour that the female-bodied persons demonstrate
who are both husbands to their wives and wives to their (male) husbands.
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They exhibit different sets of conduct towards their partners, including
both ‘mothering’ and ‘fathering’ to the children born in these respective
unions. These patterns are socially accepted and fully institutionalised.
Thus in these communities gender is not seen as an integral, ‘natural’
element belonging to persons born in certain bodies, but are conceptualised
as a pattern of behaviour that belongs to a person who stands in a certain
relation to another human being.
Sexual abuse, rape and HIV
Many of the women, particularly those in the southern African countries,
have been sexually abused or raped by men. Rape seemed to be worse in
South Africa and Namibia, and occurred in the context of extended family
units as well as within and outside of relationships. One of Nkunzi
Nkabinde’s sangoma respondents was forced into a non-consensual sexual
relationship with her trainer’s brother while she was in training, which
resulted in her giving birth to a child. Four respondents were raped as
children. A sangoma, Zandile, was raped by her stepfather at the age of
ten. She has also subsequently engaged in transactional sex with men in
order to survive financially and is now HIV positive. The South African
pastor Nokuthula was also sexually abused by a family member as a child,
as well as gang raped by four men on another occasion which resulted in
her attempting suicide. Another of Busi Kheswa’s respondents, Nunu, was
raped at the age of six by a man who lived in her neighbourhood. She was
also later raped by a cousin when she stayed with her aunt for three years
during high school. The trauma resulted in her taking drugs before she
discovered that she is HIV positive. In addition, one of Elizabeth Khaxas’s
respondents, Marianne, was also raped by three men as a child at the age
of eight. This resulted in her engaging in sex work with white men as a
teenager before later getting involved with a man and falling pregnant.
Gender identification
Various complex issues surrounding adult gender identification emerge
from the interviews. Male-identification is common in both East and
southern Africa, where many women are in relationships where roles are
prescribed. There is frequently a male-identified or female-identified
partner in same-sex relationships with associated roles. The male role
includes masculine dress codes, financial responsibilities, decision-making
powers and the division of labour in the home. In some cases, as noted
above, the high level of ‘male hormones’ that they have may be perceived
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to result in their impregnating their female partners. This is reported to the
greatest extent in Elizabeth Khaxas’s research amongst the Damara lesbian
men in Namibia. The majority of her respondents have taken male names
and see themselves as men to the extent of believing that they have certain
physical characteristics. Their female partners encourage this perception
that their partners are male. Their masculine behaviour extends to abusing
alcohol and the associated domestic violence that is so prevalent in
heterosexual relationships. A similar situation occurs in Uganda where
Marie Nagadya found that such women call themselves tommy boys and
assume masculine behaviours and dress codes. Her respondent Jackie went
to the extent of using drugs to stop hir periods. Both Elizabeth Khaxas’s
lesbian men and Marie Nagadya’s tommy boys do not identify as lesbians
as they feel more like men than women, as Marci says: ‘if you call me a
lesbian, that’s undermining me, I feel I am a man’. Nkunzi Nkabinde’s
research amongst sangomas in South Africa revealed a similar phenomenon
although this was often attributed to a dominant male ancestor whose
name they take during their training. But their masculinity was not always
associated with possession by a male ancestor. One of her respondents had
always had strong feelings of masculinity that preceded hir calling to
become a sangoma. As Thandi said: ‘I always felt like a man inside’.
In the research of Busi Kheswa in South Africa, Madelene Isaacks in
Namibia and Siza Khumalo in Swaziland, it appears that there are also
strong butch-femme cultures, where women take roles seriously and feel
pressurised to choose to be either butch or femme although they
themselves may not use this terminology. It seems that these roles appear
to be more flexible, and various respondents report having switched from
butch to femme at different points in their lives. Busi Kheswa’s and
Madelene Isaaks’s respondents do not always live up to stereotypically
fixed roles. For example, Zozo, the butch policewoman agrees to share the
housework as well as taking financial responsibility for her partner.
Madelene Isaacks demonstrates that her respondents have complex
gendered identities; most of the women she interviewed subvert traditional
gender roles. She finds a mixing and overlapping of male and female
gender roles amongst independent women who work to support
themselves in pursuit of equity. For example, her Ovambo respondent,
Ndapewa, acknowledges her masculinity as well as her femininity, and
performs both roles in the relationship. She speaks about her masculinity
in terms of the way she dresses and her provision of food and supplies for
her partner. Ndapewa does the household chores traditionally seen as
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female, but also appreciates it when her partner does these. In terms of
roles, she sees her partner as both feminine and butch but doesn’t like the
latter, as she sees it as male behaviour.
Femme strength is discussed by Elizabeth Khaxas. Her respondent Hans
perceives that femme desire to be recognised for their womanly power
makes them seek masculine responses in their lovers. Paradoxically men
don’t always appreciate this and seem to care much less about gratifying
their women’s sexual desires than the butches do. Thus, in terms of
providing sexual pleasures, femmes perceive their butches as more
masculine than the male partners they have had.
In Kenya and Tanzania, Nancy Baraka and Sophia Musa Mohamed do
not report a great deal of role-playing. For example one of the Kenyan
respondents, Suki, recounts that she and her partner share financial
responsibilities but that her partner is more dominant when it comes to
making decisions. There were interesting overlaps and mixing of roles in
the same-sex traditional marriage in Kenya, where the female husband
does not take on the role of the husband in the family. She rather sees
herself as the elder partner who is the respected provider. In chapter 9 a
fuller historical overview is provided of the range of internal
arrangements, both domestic and affectionate, that have been reported for
women marriages.
This brief overview of various practices of gender resulting from the
material presented in the previous chapters raises some interesting issues.
There is for instance the conundrum that female masculinity poses (see
also Halberstam 1998). Butch women are attracted to the femininity of
their partners. But in spite of having female bodies themselves, and
recognising this, they see themselves as opposed to the feminine. Some
assume a women’s identity, but declare themselves to be differently
feminine. Others locate their difference in a masculinity that is positioned
somewhere in their bodies, often in hormones. The masculine and the
feminine, gender and body, thus become intertwined in ways that
profoundly disrupts the binarity upon which normative assumptions of
sexual difference are based (see also Braidotti 2002, Butler 1993). This
excess of the binary framework cuts gender loose from differently sexed
bodies; if anything, these interviews demonstrate that gender is not only
produced by identification and performance, as Butler (1993) maintains,
but is also complexly intertwined with bodily processes.
The traditional women marriages further complicate this pattern of
gendered disruptions. They are fully institutionalised in their societies and
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thus can be seen as normative, non-disruptive same-sex patterns. The female
husband is not acting out a drag scene; hir behaviour cannot be regarded as
a gender parody in hir time and context. To qualify as disruptive they must
be disavowed beforehand. Interestingly their memory is negated, and they
are posthumously disavowed. So that in a different time and context, such
as in the post-colonial homophobic regimes of countries such as Kenya and
Namibia, such conduct becomes reinvented as a form of subversion.
When in the late 1990s Wieringa gave a public seminar at the University
of Namibia, in which she spoke of various non-heterosexual and nonmonogamous forms of socio-sexual arrangements that were found in precolonial times, she was accused by the political leaders present of having
‘insulted the ancestors’. When she replied that it was the missionaries and
the colonial administrators who had denounced the forefathers the uproar
was intensified. Thus reminding present-day post-colonial leaders that
Christianity and post-colonial laws with their homophobia are relatively
recent western inventions, constitutes a political act. The relations
between women that were perfectly acceptable in their own context have
become ‘abject’ outside of that historical moment. Indeed, as Butler
writes, in this form of abjection ‘oppression works through the production
of a domain of unthinkability and unnameability’ (Butler 1991: 20).
Ironically this displacement from normality to abnormality opens up the
possibility of female masculinity and the femininity of their partners
becoming subversive.
Yet as the material reviewed in chapter 9 also indicates, even when
women marriages were considered to be ‘normal’ they were never
completely derived from heterosexuality. They have recently become
subversive only as politicised memories, out of context. Now, when
relations among women have become constructed as ‘abject’ they have
become more visible as inverting normative heterosexuality, at the same
time as they are socially less acceptable. As ‘inverted imitations’ (Butler
1991), as a male-identified femininity that desires femininity, and a
femininity that desires female masculinity, they expose normative
heterosexuality as a changeable and slippery construction. The political
and moral panic that this denouement of heteronormativity causes points
to the fundamental fragility of its pillars.
Parenting and marriage within same-sex relationships
Many of the respondents in South Africa, Swaziland and Namibia are
raising children within same-sex relationships with remarkable role
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permutations, after becoming pregnant during their liaisons with men.
Interestingly this does not apply to the majority of the Ovambo women
that Madelene Isaacks interviewed who are adamant that they don’t want
biological children. Most of the sangomas interviewed by Nkunzi
Nkabinde also did not have children.
The issue of the parenting role of the female husband in Kenya or the
lesbian men in Namibia is often complex. In the Kenyan traditional
marriage the female husband negotiates who the biological father will be
for her children. Her wife gives birth while she is the subsequent provider
and social father for the children. The female husband also participates in
caretaking thus being both a husband and a mother who gives the children
a lot of love. Similarly the Damara lesbian men interviewed by Elizabeth
Khaxas parent their biological children and often assume the role of
father/provider to the children of their lovers. Many of the other
respondents who do not conform to stereotypical butch-femme roles also
see themselves as parents.
The younger male-identified Ugandan tommy boys, who are still in their
twenties, had no interest in contemplating children or commitment to a
long-term relationship at this point in their lives. The younger respondents
in East Africa generally did not plan to have children. Two respondents
felt that this could only be a possibility if they emigrated. Only one
respondent in Kenya discussed the fact that she and her partner had
already started the process of adopting children.
The situation was different in southern Africa where the majority of Siza
Khumalo’s respondents planned to have children in the future by adoption
or artificial insemination. One of the Ovambo women that Madelene
Isaacks interviewed is raising her sister’s children with her partner. She
would consider having her own child in the future by using artificial
insemination. Thandi, one of the older sangomas, considered buying
sperm to inseminate her partner but couldn’t afford it.
Some of the Ugandan, Tanzanian, Swazi and South African lesbians,
dreamed of a future where they could get married to their same-sex
partners. The Ovambo respondents would consider getting married to a
woman but didn’t see any possibility for that in Namibian society. For the
Kenyan women, the only way to get married to another woman would be
to emigrate. The ones who continue to stay in Kenya know that the only
available option is heterosexual marriage and to continue having secret
same-sex relationships. The majority of them did not refer to the
traditional women marriages as a desirable phenomenon. Only one of
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them was aware that marrying another woman was an option some
women, under certain circumstances, could exercise in the past.
The language of identity
Due to the derogatory connotations of the words for same-sexuality in
indigenous languages many of the women were not comfortable
identifying as such. At present there does not seem to be any word with a
neutral or positive connotation in any of the indigenous languages used by
the respondents in any of the countries represented in this project.
Elizabeth Khaxas explains that in Damara culture there is no word
denoting same-sex relations as the word !hama only refers to goats and
other animals with both masculine and feminine genitals. When used to
refer to people the connotations are definitely negative. In Tanzania,
Sophia Musa Mohamed reports that the traditional Swahili words for
homosexuality such as Wapemba and Wasagaji for lesbians are at present
also used in a denigrating way. Madelene Isaaks’s Ovambo respondents
also discuss the difficulties of identifying as a lesbian due to the derogatory
nature of the Oshivambo word for lesbian, eshenge.
In many instances the women who engage in same-sex practices prefer
not to label themselves. For example in Swaziland Siza Khumalo’s
respondent Fiona sees herself as a straight woman, although she is in a
same-sex relationship. None of the Kenyan respondents want to be
labelled a lesbian, as this would be too dangerous. Instead they prefer to
label themselves bisexual in order to take the focus off their same-sex
desires. In Tanzania, Sophia Musa Mohamed’s respondents use the words
queer, dykes and lesbos to describe each other although there is no
information on how they self-identify. Only one respondent identifies as
queer. Under such circumstances, as discussed above, it seems rather
presumptuous to speak of these relations as being informed by a global
queer movement.
The majority of Elizabeth Khaxas’s male-identified women express their
identity by taking a man’s name and, according to her, this is common
practice amongst these Damara women engaged in same-sex relationships
and practices. It is also common practice in South Africa for female
sangomas to take the name of their dominant male ancestor while they are
in training.
The South African women seem to be the only ones who do not have
problems identifying as a lesbian. This is probably as a result of the
progressive Constitution that prevents discrimination on the basis of sexual
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orientation, although there is still a great deal of homophobia on the
ground. For example Stallion, a young sangoma, identifies as a young butch
lesbian: ‘I’m not a man and I’m not a woman, I’m a lesbian and I’m butch.’
Self-perception and acceptance
It seems that the majority of respondents have had difficulties accepting
their same-sexuality due to the high levels of homophobia which impacts
on them. The position of victim versus empowered lesbian fluctuates. For
example, after expressing her ambivalence, Tina decided to advocate for
same-sex rights in Uganda, in a spurt of passion. The Ovambo
respondents accept who they are but need to keep their sexuality a secret.
They have mostly found strategies which enable them not to feel like
sinners. The Damara lesbian men have accepted themselves as men and
feel that homosexuality is ‘in the blood’. They seem to take pride in their
male identities and roles. Hans would have liked to have surgery and
become a man saying: ‘I would have liked to change the way I am created’.
In Tanzania, the presence of a strong lesbian organisation assisted all the
respondents to combat this internalised homophobia. They are the only
ones who report feeling proud of their same-sexuality despite the
problems they encounter. Other empowered lesbians from Swaziland, such
as Mimi and Nozipho, are unconcerned about other people’s negative
attitudes. Nozipho goes to the extent of defending who she was to an exboyfriend who beat her up. It is not surprising that most of the sangomas
and their partners in South Africa accept who they are. Zozo ultimately
puts her own happiness and sexuality first: ‘Hiding yourself is bad, one
must come out so that people can respect you’. Nokuthula feels that she
is happy the way God created her but feels that there is a negative aspect
in terms of community attitudes threatening rape: ‘Others are saying if
they could sleep with me I could turn straight’. Many of the young
sangomas that Nkunzi Nkabinde interviewed, such as Stallion, are out
and proud.
Dreams for the future
As indicated above, many of the women dream about marrying their
partners and legalising their co-parenting arrangements. Some want to
adopt or have children using artificial insemination in the future. Some,
like Zozo, have dreams that their children will have a better life and study
further. Others dream of being able to provide for their biological families
as well as for their partners. Those like Nunu, who are HIV positive,
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dream for a cure or long life. Some of the women, in East Africa
particularly, long to immigrate to a place where they can live out their
same-sex relationships without fear. For most this is a last resort as they
would prefer to be able to do this in their own countries, as Hanifa from
Tanzania says: ‘(I dream) of the day when the Tanzanian government and
the society at large will accept us and we will be free to associate’. The
women in Kenya fear that if they remain there they will have to marry men
and continue their same-sex relationships in secret. In Uganda the lesbians
are confident that one day they will win same-sex rights: ‘I am sure one
day one time we gonna win the struggle’.
Thus the respondents in our project dream of becoming sexual citizens in
their own countries. Despite having birth rights to their countries, they feel
displaced because their desires and sexual practices are located outside
proscribed forms of socio/sexual citizenship. In their aspiration to become
sexual citizens they claim access to a discourse of universal rights, most of
which have been accepted by their countries, as discussed in the
introduction. It is this tension between the universal and the discontinuity of
the cultural and historical diversity presented in this book that gives a special
edge to the network that lesbian women in various African countries are
now organising. Their challenge is to find ways to conceptualise and
organise around the various specific forms in which the fusion of the social,
the biological, the political and the discursive is manifested.
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Endnotes
Chapter One
1 Elections were held when the former President Moi’s term ended. President
Mwai Kibaki was elected. As the Constitution was due for amendment, the new
government undertook the review process.
2 A game played by young girls in which they jump a rope made from car tyres.
It is considered to be the most popular game played by young girls in Kenya.
3 This is a variation of blada but is played with a small rubber ball.

Chapter Five
1 I use conflated pronouns s/he and hir for my male-identified respondents.
2 This term is probably derived from an Afrikaans term ou swaer meaning
brother-in-law.

Chapter Nine
1 I prefer to use the term ‘women marriage’ for those relations in which two
women fulfill the conditions set in their society to establish a marital union.
Evans-Pritchard introduced the term ‘woman marriage’ and many authors,
such as Krige and Herskovits, follow him. But I find it confusing, for in
heterosexual marriages there is also a woman involved. Tietmeyer uses the
technical term ‘gynaegamie’, which says the same in Greek, and Oboler prefers
woman/woman marriage.
2 Lesotho is the name of the country, Basotho (plural) is the name of its
inhabitants.
3 An example is his unquestioning use of the work of the traveller Burton, who
ascribed tribadic practices to the women’s army of the kings of the Fon, the socalled Amazons of Dahomey. His methodology seems to be based more on a
romantic interpretation of the lives of the Amazons described in classical Greek
sources than on careful observation. In the absence of a transparent
methodology we are only able to speculate on the prevalence of sexual practices
among Fon women warriors. However, Karsch-Haack unquestioningly repeats
Burton’s view that he had ‘hardly expected to find such a degree of cynicism
with this generally barbaric people’. Burton here referred to the provision of
female prostitutes (so-called ‘20 women’, as their fee is 20 cowry shells) to both
male and female soldiers (Karsch-Haack 1911: 480).
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4 Personal communication from Iris Shiriponga. She maintains that it is a painful
affair and should be seen as a patriarchal practice, because it is only intended
to increase the male partner’s sexual pleasure. The issue clearly begs for careful
research.
5 Personal communication from Pandu Hailonga. According to her on the third
day of efundula, when the girls entered into their transgendered stage, the girls
were given a young girl. Her informants refused to disclose what went on
during this period. All aspects related to sexuality were kept secret.
6 Iris Shiriponga informed me that this also happens in Zimbabwe, during the
kitchen parties, before young women marry.
7 Translation of all quotes from Karsch-Haack from German into English by the
author of this chapter.
8 Tietmeyer provides the following list: In West Africa the Fon, Yoruba, Nupe,
Bunu, Ekiti, Ibo, Ijaw, Kalabari and (probably) Gana-Gana and Akoko. In
Northeast Africa the Dinka, Nuer and Shilluk. In East Africa the Gusii, Luo,
Suba, Kuria, Simbete, Teita, Taveta, Gikuyu, Nandi, Keyo, Kipsigis, Kamba
(and probably) Iregi, Kenye, Ngereme and Nairobi (see also Burja 1975). In
South Africa the Tswana, Venda, Phalaborwa, Koni, Narene, Lovedu, Pedi,
Hurutshe, Sotho and Zulu (Tietmeyer 1985: 132). See Shepherd (1987) for
Mombasa.
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