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LESBIANS AND GAYS AND THE SOUTH AFRICAN REVOLUTION:

by Ndebele KWiuma\o

In 1283 the AND stated its support for Gay and Lesbian rights in

the context of its overall commitment to human rights, This is a

great achievement but only a stepping stone towards the

emancipation of South African lesbians and gay men. The

mf visible gay people, such as Simon Neoli and Ivan

Toms in the anti-apartheid struggle shows us that the historical

moment for action towards lesbian and gay liberation has arvived.

As with the issue of feminism it is important that this new

struggle be part of the overall struggle for a democratic and

mon-vacial South Africa. It is alsc important â\200\234to Cabop this

issue from being bypassed by the Mass Democratic Movement, or

used as a tool against the unity of the struggling forces.

Lesbian and gay cadres inside the AND and progressive activists

Within in the country must link up to create a revolutionary

strategy for the emancipation of lesbians and gay men in the

overall struggle for democracy and non-racialism.

To understand what is meant by liberation or emancipation in the

context of lesbian and gay South Africans we need to have some

background as to the cause and context of the oppression from

which the liberation is emerging. There are no accurate

statistics on the number of South Africans who consider

themselves to be lesbian or gay, nor studies on the number of

same-sex sexual partners South Africans are likely to have

during their lifetimes. Using figures that emerged from Al fred

Kinsey’s studies in the United States and subsequent research

carried out by the Finsey Institute it can be conjectured that

between five percent and ten percent of South Africans have the

majority of their sexual experiences with the same sex. Using

the lower figure that would suggest a ball-park figure of Tes

million people. Of that figure probably less than ben percent

consider themselves to be lesbian or gay and interact with other

Lesbian and gay people, that would be about one hundred and fifty

thousand South Africans. These figures must be used cautiously

as they have no empirical basis and may be too high or too low.
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while notion of homosexuality and lesbian and gay identity is

aben completely culture bound. Although it appears that

homosexuality is a natural variation in human behaviour eb ol Rl Byte

Tine
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in all societies, how the cultures explain and limit the

expression of sexual orientations varies widely. As with most

things in South Africa we must accept at least four different

cultural traditions, namely: African, Asian, European and

Col our ed. From a materialist point of view all these societies

experienced greater or lesser degrees of feudalism and later were

all drawn together, unequally, with the transformation of the

world economy intode capitalist mode of production and its

extension, colonialism. Despite variations in the class natures

af these societies we can safely say that all of them were

patriarchal and depended on a sexual division of Labour ar

Labour reproduction which, tr varying degrees disenfranchised

women from political and economic decision making. Violation of

the ideology of patriarchy and heterosexuality were often saver ly

punished. Im both European and African societies male and female

homosexual ity became associated with witch craft and the penal ity
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was often death. The conflict intensified when the contradicbion
between wbanization and the decreasing need for large

on the one hand, and orthodox religious and cultural beliefs
which made homosexual contact taboo started surfacing in the late
nineteenth century. With the increasing emergence of a
homosexual consciousness and counter ideology, particularly in
Europe, new lines were drawn demarcating the â\200\234themâ\200\235 and the "us".
With the declining powsr of the church in Europe, patriarchal ist
turned to science as a justification of their violent repression
of sexual minorities. The Nazis took this to an extreme by
exterminating A ERY AH 200 000 homosexuals in their
concentration camps.

With this battle raging between patriarchalists and sexual
minovites in Europe it was not long before the antagonisms spread
to the colonies. fn the one hand Christian missionaries
increased their vitriol against so-called crimes against nature,
ard on the other hand many covert homosexuals went to the
colonies to live a lifestyle that was unacceptable and dangerous
in Europe, of course this included some members of the clergy.
For many African societies the first contact with a culturally
recognized form of homosexuality came with highly exploitative
sexual relations imposed by white European men. For many,
homosexual ity became associated with rape or pederasty committed
by European settlers, priests, soldiers and administrators. This
is not to say that all African people who came into contact with
Europeans of the same sex did nob appreciate the experience bub
rather to say that | over all {the combination of colonialism and
homosexuality soon attached a new negative connotation to same
sey sexual relations.

This negative view of homosexuality as it related to colonialism
was made even worse in South Africa with the emergence of the
brutal system of apartheid. For many black South Africans
homosexual ity is still associated with workers! hostels and the
prisons of the racist state. ne of the overt of Lhe
post-19507s apartheid regime was to destroy the African family.
Black African women were either used as domestic servants, thus
seperated from their own families or were forced into the
bantustans. Black African men were rveoruited into the mines and
the agricultural sectors where they would often be away from
their families for a year or move at a time. As the white bosses
controlled the movements of black labour they could successfully
force them to live in single sex dormitories where the only
chance for sexual and emotional contact was with other men. The
prisons were an extension of the same structure with the boere
permitting and sometimes encouraging homosexual rapes, again of
course in the context of patriarchal aggression.

Despite this aspect of the apartheid system the government
remained staunchly homophobic (ie. with an irrational fear and
hatred of alternative sexual Leland ogi esd. Following the
Afrikaner nationalist coming to power in 1948 male homosexuality
remained illegal and, dus a oguirk of Victorian legislation,
Leabi ani sm Â¥oasmai nec out sd ole the legal realm, and hence,
invisible. any creative or positive moves towards liberating
homosexuality have been dealt with severely by the South African
Foalice (BAF). In Johannesburg, gay menâ\200\231s bars are only barely
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tolerated so long as they are mainly white and remain apolitical.

This seemingly unusual tolerance ism presumably associated with

the interests of certain homosexual men within the apartheid

power structure, that is, government officials, police, and

military. The anit, even suboonscious, agresment is that these

men are allowed a certain indulgence on the understanding that

they remain loyal to the cause of fascism and white BURT GMa y,

which obviously includes keeping Lip a false image of

heterosexuality in the woe as are the community, at least,

and often, actively to the persecution of other

homosexual men and women.

Reactionary white male homosexuals have clung to this hiami li ating

space provided for them and actively support the system in an

attempt to protect themselves and win further breadeorumbs of

protection. A well known example is the Gay Association of South

Africa which went so far as to raise money for the "hoys on the

bovderâ\200\235 despite the fact that gay men in the South African

Defence Force (SaDF) are regularly segregated and assigned office

work so they do not disrupt the macho sense of camraderie amongst

the supposedly heterosexual troopies. Another highly suspect

group is the Transvaal Organization for Gay Sport {TER iwhiioly

appears to be an elitist organization for older white men who

have a definite stake in the maintenance of the apartheid class

structure. I’m a number of countries there has been a trend by

weal thy gay men, and some lesbians, to protect themselves from

being asso lated with tke grass-roots gay and lesbian

organizations in the hope that they will be rewarded by their

capitalist heterosexual masters. White men are aot the only ones

ta blame. Toy many white lesbian South Africans accept apartheid

as being in their interest and refuse to unite with their black

sisters. Generally these women have their circle of friends,

shun palitical activity, hide behind various degrees of

alcoholism and vote NF at election time. Some of these people,

male and female, are committed vacists and must be bypassed

during the formation of progressive structures. Others are, like

many white South Africans, ignorant of how most of their fellow

citizens live and will be open to political education and

mobilization.

fn the other hand there are also sel f-professed progressive

lesbian and gay organizations such as Lesbians and Hays against

Oppression, Gay and Lesbian Organization of the Witwatersrand,

ard the Organization of Lesbian and Gay Activists. It willbe

these and similar organizations that will work together to

formulate a national programme of action. It should also be

noted that a number of Afrikaner writers who met with

representatives of the AND at Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe in

August of 1989 raised the issue of the movement’s position on

lesbian and gay peopleâ\200\231s rights.

The significance of the ANDYg aknowl edgement of gay and lesbian

rights as a ig rights issue in South Africa can be Seen as

going against the grain of the legacy that has built up under

colonialism and apartheid. On a number of occasions the movement

has affirmed the legitimacy of lesbian and gay  insisbtance on

being part of the Rgendgs for a new South Africa. There is no

obher government in with the progressive analysis of

 



society that is central to he workings and decision-making of

the ANC.

Hays and lesbians around the world know, however, that

recogrizing gay and lesbian rights "in the context of human

rights! is unlikely to have an immediate effect, or perhaps any

effect on reversing the pervasive anti-gay ideologies of most

societies. Firstly, there are concrete issues, such asi job

protection, the  vight to hemsing, the right fo participate in

religious movements of ones choice, the y hah So dnl

government and security related jobs, the right to bear arms in

the military, the right to have children or to foster parent, and

in the case of divorces the right to equal consideration in the

the right to common law, or obher forms of

MAY LAGE www The list 4s perhaps endless as there are no

guarentess for a lesbian or gay Man in world made for

heterosexual s. Either lesbians and gay men are supposed to

fight every expensive and humiliating battle themselwvw or ble

state must stepâ\200\224-in in a preventative manner. To allow the status

gu to continue is obviously to ignore the inherent Justness of

the claim by lesbians and gay men to equal status in gsomzieby,

that is, it is to give tacit approval to oppression and to

challenge homophobes to do their worst. As European and North

American lesbians and gays know all too well, when all else fails

some heterosexuals are quite happy to turn to violence against

sexual minorities, especially when they know they can get away

with it.

The goal of lesbian and gay men internationally is not to gain a

truce with heterosexuals but to challenge them to recognize the

inherent violence of their societies and to recognize that in the

final analysis we are all diminished by the oppression of

miorihies., The target is not just a statement on human rights

wr even an exhaustive list of legal protection but to open up the

debate of lesbian and gay rights in the context of the whole

society and the destruction of patriarchy through the building of

son dal ism. The whole view of sexuality and gender must be

challenged in a consistent and revolutionary way.

No discrimination on a societal level is without motivation. A

revolutionary movement must address the issue of what motivates

discrimination against gays and lesbians, how this is related to

social and ideological inequality between men and women as

maintained by certain modes of production, and how an ob jective

understanding of thomophobia? ZA lead to a successful

transformation of society. ALL modes of production so far have

depended on a sexual division of labour which has maintained

gender inequality. This gender inequality is an inherent part of

the foundation of all exploitative societies. The â\200\230father? is

Lhe controller of wealth and power in the family, and the family

is a microcosm of the state. Arbitrary distribution of power and

wealth to Mee favour the few is ’naturalized!? through patriarchal

institutions like fhe family. Llearly the deeper one goes into

this analysis the more threatening it becomes to heterosexuals

why believe in the sanctity of the status qui. By illuminating

homosexuality revolutionaries are e posing to the society its

â\200\234otherâ\200\235, its woconscious self, its secret that it is not an

;

absolute but rather another complex ideological construction

 



built on a material foundation that is unevenly distributed.

How to proceed:

Below is a proposal for a political agenda that deals with the
iwmaues raised here. The first section is addressed to lesbians
and gay men inside South Africa, the second section corsl sha of
recommendation to the African Mational Congress.

To the Community:

Years of oppression have decreased the ability of lesbians and
gay men in South Africa to carry out united actions and
democratic decision-making. The central objectives Tor activists
are the unification of the community, the democratization of
community structures, and integration of community organizations
into the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM). Clearly, none of the
foal lowing suggestions will be easy to bring into effect. There
is always the risk of state repression at any Sri But, as
with all other South Africans, lesbians and gays must accept 2a
the struggle is a difficult one that reguives immense discipline
and commitment by activists. Smal lness of numbers can be to
activistsâ\200\231 advantage as they can organize more successfully
against the enemy than vice-versa. The enemy relies on the
momentum of ignorance and hatved built up over centuries of
patriarchy. The enduring motivation for community organizers is
that the days of apartheid are numbered and a new era is
dawning. At this time of upheaval progressive lesbians and gays
must seed Ee The initiative boy vhvdng Â© oabout profound Cand
irreversible changes in South African society that will include
Thre.

In many cases no infrastructure exists at all and activists will
be struggling even to initiate the sense of belonging which must
precede building unity. To acheive this activists should:
â\200\224ereate coalitions of already existing, multi-racial lesbian
and gay organizations.
Enno age new formations, specially amongst youth and
women in all sectors of the sofieby.
˜eucate people in the community on how to run organizations
dempcratical ly ar provide irk er oy op wor kshops on
approaches to leadership, recruitment, fund-raising, and
ohher essential tasks :
- fous should be on coalition building. Small, grass-voobs
organizations coming together to strengthen networks without
shifting power to a few individuals will make community
structures durable and motivated.
˜it is essential that activists work with and within unions.
The only real guarentees for linking sexual orientation and
Job rights will come through unions.
˜avisting media associated with the MDM should be approached
Las heln With publishing newsletters and advertising
community events and programmes. It is also high-time that
Ex nen itself to progressive change and stops worrying
about what the Mats will think.
˜this whole network can then be linked up with the MDM. It
im imperative that the community recognizes that the present
apartheid regime is irvelevant to the struggle of gay and
lesbian people. Energy must be focussed on bringing about a

 



â\202¬
new social order in a post-apartheid South Africa.
˜arbivists abo lo Join ohher, Â© non-gay, organizations
especially overtly political ones to show the community
members where they are represented and where they are not.
˜prganising around the AIDS crisis is an obvious example of
a place where (male) ocommunity-speci fic : can link up
socially and politically with heterosexual interests.
AE SHE A possible activists should initiate a
democratically acheived political programme $0 be presented
to the AMC. Such a programme would detail community
objectives, recommendations to the movement on policy
issues, and a statement of commitment to the principles of a
democratic and non-racial South Africa. The process of
drafting the choc ume nt coed ed itself help strengthen
community unity and democratization. Congresses and other
forums could be used inside the country to bring as much
participation and awareness as possible into the drafting of
Ssh a PY oogy anme The document could also be taken to
unions and other progressive organizations for endorsement
and support.

To the cadres of the African National Congress:

Despite the fact that some heterosexual comrades have taken

the responsibility to inform themselves around the issue of

sexual orientation, lesbians and gay men within the AND should b

taking the initiative to open a Movement-wide debate.
Lhe first task is becoming visible. Visibility means
telling your unit commander about your sexual orientation
Cif you have not already!) It also means raising the
consciousness of comrades you work with and not allowing
homophobic comments or actions to go unchallenged. ALL of

of

oneâ\200\231s overall political and ideological education.
â\200\224apen the debate up with other comrades both at the personal
level and in larger forums. Write in to the Movement
publications @URPT ess lng WILLY Vi ewe ancl helping to
contextualize the objectives of lesbian and gay comrades in
the overall struggle.
â\200\224assess The possibility of going out into the Community to
help mobilize progressive elements to take on active roles
in establishing links between lesbian and gay organizations
and the Movement. This would include those activists with
open Links to the MDM and the AND as well as recruiting
individuals to Umbkbhonts weBizwe to work in the military
uncher ground.
â\200\224Lhose cadres who are also active in the South African
Communist Farty could work on developing a materialist
critigue of gender and oppression in conjunction with the
material that is sw facing around the issue of feminism.

An Injury To One Is an Ingury To ALLY Forward to Victory!

 


