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Bev A ark

n 1982, the first |eshian group in Z nbabwe, which con-
sisted of about twelve white wonen, began to hold
weekly neetings in Hrare. This group existed prinarily as
a |l eshian support group and neetings provided an opportu-
nity for leshians to discuss various issues, such as isd ation,
“comng out,” and relationshi ps. The neetings took pl ace at
a different venue each week and slowy the nunber of
wonen participating increased. As tine went by and the dis-
cussions started to flag, the support group began to be
repl aced by cultural evenings. These eveni ngs becane very
popul ar and bi sexual and straight wonen began to attend.
The Monday night |eshian group al so encouraged the for -
nation of a support group for bisexual wonen, which began
to neet regularly. The original group stopped neeting in
1984, and in 1988, the Wnen's Qultural dub (VWO was
forned to fill the gap that was felt in the | esbian commu-
nity. The nenbership of the WXC was predonminantly white
but al so included sonme Bl ack wonen. The WC st opped
neeting after a fewyears, but since 1994 it has been
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revived and the group currently organi zes parties and cul -
tura events for |eshians.

In 1988 CGays and Lesbi ans of Zi nbabwe (GALZ) was
forned by a group of people who vere interested in provid-
ing social events for |eshians and gay nen. The birth of
GALZ gave rise to a newenergy in the I eshian and gay com
munity in Z nbabwe. GALZ began publication of a regul ar
newsl etter, introduced a nenership structure, and started
to organi ze socia events of various kinds.

Leshi ans have been very visible in the admnistration of
GALZ and through this have been able to naintain a | eshian
presence in the nagazine and at social functions. Unlike ear -
lier groups, GALZ has a | arge nunber of B ack nenbers;
while nost are nale, the nunber of B ack |eshians in GALZ
has been steadily increasing as the organization becones
nore visibl e

LEGAL SI TUATI ON

Mal e honosexual acts are illegal under the Zi nbabwe
penal code. Athough | eshians could in theory be subject to
arrest under the statute (which prohibits “unnatural
of fences”), there are no known cases of it being enforced
agai nst | eshians. Even wthout |egal prohibition, however,
w despread soci al prejudi ces agai nst | eshians serve to keep
themsilent. My wonen wll not receive nail fromGALZ or
do so under pseudonyns; they fear that the discovery of
their |eshianismnay jeopardize their jobs or subject them
to arrest. Miny are sinlarly afraid to wite checks to GALZ
in case they can sonehow be traced.

The Mnister of Hone Affairs, Dumiso Dubengwa, has said
publicly on several occasions that “honosexual ity is abhor -
rent and should not be allowed.”* In 1993-94, the hones of
a nunber of GALZ nenbers were raided by police, and M.
Dabengwa was quoted as saying that the police were “anx-
ious” to make arrests: “Vé are going to arrest them It is
illegd inthis cautry.”? The Zi nbabwe Hinan R ghts Associ -

o



| GLHRC Book Zi nbabwe 7/23/03 10: 57@11 Page 233

Z1 MBABWE 233

ation has issued witten statenents opposing this canpai gn
of harassnent and threats, but few others in Z nbabwe
have cone to the defense of GAZ Inthis clinate of fear,
fewindividua s wil publicly acknow edge that they are | es-
bian or gay. There are a nunber of well-known figures in the
nedia and the entertai nnent industry who coul d provide a
public face for |eshian and gay concerns, but they wll not
speak out for fear of losing their jobs.

THE NEWS MEDI A AND LESBI ANS

Qurrently, GALZ has been shut out of the nedia com
pletely. In 1994, the organization attenpted to run a coun-
seling advertisenent in the Herald, a national newspaper.
The notice, which read “For advice, support and counsel ling
contact Gays and Leshi ans of Z nbabwe,” was refused on
the grounds that the Heraldis a “famly newspaper.” GALZ
has issued numerous press statenents in response to a
recent spate of sensational press coverage featuring hono-
phobi ¢ statenents fromPresident Robert Migabe, Mnister
of Hone Affairs Dum so Dubengwa, and ot her gover nnent
officials; however, these statenents have rarely been
printed

The nedia attention on honosexual ity has focused
al nost excl usivel y on the issue of sodony, and | eshians are
very sel domnentioned. Arare exception to thisruleis an
occasional article such as the one which appeared in the
June 1992 issue of a tabloid-style wonen' s nagazine cal | ed
Just for M. Wile the veracity of the “lifestories” included
inthe article is perhaps questionable, the preface gives a
clear sense of the prevailing attitudes toward and stereo-
types of |eshians wthin Z nbabwean society: the author
confessed that she was hesitant to take the assignnent and
expected to be “groped and nol ested (and threatened)” by
the | eshi ans she intervieved. *
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T.M’'S STGRY

| amtventy-four years old and | was born in Gkwe.

[M grlfriend and 1] are a ways on the run because ny
parents are against what | am Wen they found out
that | was a leshian, they tried to force ne to find a
boyfriend but |1 could not fit inwth wiat they vanted.

M/ parents decided to | ook for a husband on ny
behal f so they brought several boys hone to neet ne
but 1 was not interested so in the end they forced an
old man on ne. They |ocked ne in a roomand brought
himeveryday to rape ne so | would fall pregnant and be
forced to marry him They did this to ne until | was
pregnant after which they told ne | was free to do
vwhatever | wanted but that | nust go and stay wth this
man or el se they woul d throw nme out of the house.
They did throwne out eventual ly thinking that, as | was
not enpl oyed, | would end up going to this man’s
house. Instead, | went to stay wth ny friends.

| went for an abortion and | was in the hospital for a
nonth. After that, | used to hide wenever | sawny rel -
atives. | didnat contact themfor six nonths. The police
were looking for ne so | used to nove during the night
only. Inthe end, the police found ne and took ne hone
where | was | ocked up and beaten until | could not even
l[ift ny arns or get up.

| stayed inthat roomfor nonths pretending | was sick
so they woul d not bring the horrible nan again but they
didand | fell pregnant again. | ran away and went to
stay wth ny girlfriend. | didnot go for an abortion this
tine because | was scared it would kill ne. The first
tine had been really painful. | kept the pregnancy until |
had a mscarriage at seven nonths and the baby died.
Now | amalways on the run. As soon as | know ny par -
ents have found out where | amstaying, | nove on to
another place. They are still after ne. | have not seen
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CULTURAL REPRESENTATI ON OF LESBI ANS

A the sane tine that the nainstreamnedia is failing to
provi de positive i nages—er any inages at all—ef |eshians,
| eshi an publications are subjected to strict censorshinp.
I mages of gay men have filtered into Zi nbabwe through
filng such as Fhiladelphia. In contrast, |eshians never get to
see a positive portrayal of their lives unless they are sent
nateria directly fromfriends overseas.

The Penguin Book of Leshian Short Stories was recently
banned, as was the British | eshian magazi ne O va, which
CGALZ had subnitted to the Gensor Board for approval to
nail to GALZ s | eshian nenbers. Wien the hones of several
CGALZ nenbers were raided by the police in 1993-94, the
naterial seized by the police was all non-pornographi ¢ but
the words “l eshian” and “gay” were enough to result in their
sei zure. Itens seized included a book of |eshian and gay
poetry, an internationa directory of bisexua groups, and a
catalog froma South African art gallery. Athough GALZ is
planning to take part in an upcomng annual book fair, the
group' s request to participate was initially refused despite
this year's thene of Hinan Rghts and Justi ce.

EMPLOYMENT

Few | eshi ans are open about their sexual orientation at
their jobs. Athough little research has been done on the
subject, arecent infornal poll confirned their fears. In
researching its article on leshians in Z nabwe, Just for M
magazi ne asked 20 enployers if they would enploy a
wonan whomthey knew to be a | eshian. Fourteen said no,
citing the followng reasons: a bad reputation for the firm
she mght nake passes at other fenal e enpl oyees; she
must be unstable if she chooses that way of |ife; wonen
w th a husband and children are nore stable. Three said
they woul d do so only if she remained silent about her |es-
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bianism and al of themsaid they would not allow her part -
ner to participate in conpany functions. Two said they
woul d do so only if her qualifications were outstanding and
there were no one el se suitable for the job; both stated that
they woul d choose equal Iy qualified people, particularly nen,
if giventhe choice. iy one—=a British nan who had lived in
Zi nbabwe for four years—sai d yes unconditionally.

HEALTH CARE

GALZ launched an initiative in 1992 to try and educate
nedi cal practitioners about |eshians and gay nen. This pro-
ject was begun in response to reports fromleshians that
sone of their problens were being attributed to use of the
contraceptive pill; they were being placed in a position of
either having tolieto their doctor or “cone out” as a les-
bian. Wth regard to nental health workers, GAZ has a gen-
eral sense that the ngority do not try to convert |eshians
and gay nen into heterosexual s, although a few have been
known to use biblical argunents agai nst honosexual ity.

PRESSURE TO MARRY

Many B ack wonen face great pressure fromtheir fanilies
to marry. GALZ has docunented cases of famlies trying to
“cure” leshians (see sidebar). Alarge najority of white peo-
ple still living in Z nbabwe after |ndependence are ultra-con-
servative, and while white | eshians may not experience as
much direct pressure to narry, they are pressured to con-
formto society's expectations of “proper” femnine appear -
ance, and their relationships wth wonen are often harshly
condenned.
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PARENTI NG

Leshian nothers receive little support fromsociety as a
whol e or, unfortunately, fromthe | eshian and gay commu-
nity. Leshian nothers are not yet visible or vocal enough to
have created roomw thin the | eshian and gay novenent to
discuss the particul ar issues that they face.

Mbst | esbian nothers in Zi nbabwe have children from
previous relationships with nen. Leshians seeking to
becone pregnant through donor insemnation face nuner -
ous difficulties. Qne coupl e approached a fenal e gynecol o-
gist in Harare who was so vehenent and di sapprovi ng t hat
she reduced one of the wonen to tears. GALZ took this
natter up wth the Heal th Professions Gouncil (a govern-
nent body) and asked themto investigate the natter. As
wth all of GAZ s comnmuni cation wth the authorities, this
request went unanswered. In this area as in nany others,
the rel evant governnent body has failed to address the dis-
crimnation that |eshians face wthin Z nibabwean soci ety.

NOTES

1 see, for exanple, “ZOC urged to hel p process nissionaries’
permts,” Herald, 12 January 1995.

2“poljce Wrn Homos,” Daily Gzette, 24 January 1994.
3 “Leshians,” Just For Me, June 1992, pp. 18-21.
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