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The social integration of sexual and gender diverse people in our past
Research in a number of ethnic groups in Namibia has revealed practices which could be described as transgender. For example, following the efundula ceremony held every few years among the Kwanyama communities in northern Namibia to prepare young people for marriage, the young women took on the identities of male warriors and roamed the countryside as a group, armed with knobkerries and other weapons, with the power to disarm any man who crossed their path, including the king. This practice was fought bitterly by Christian missionaries and has died out.
 

In the Himba and Herero communities in Kunene Region even today, children may be raised for some time in the ‘other’ gender. For example, when identical twins are born, one is raised according to its biological sex, while the other is raised as belonging to the other sex-gender up to the age of puberty. Traditional healers may also switch the gender of a child for some time as part of healing them from illness.

The first research on homosexuality in Namibia (then South West Africa) was published in 1925 by a German anthropologist, who found same-sex practices in various contexts among all ethnic groups in the country, for example among Owambo men from northen Namibia and the ‘kitchen boys’ that accompanied them south to the diamond fields around Lüderitz. Herero men who traveled far to feed or trade their cattle took along their best male friend as a sexual partner, while Herero women had wooden dildos carved for them by old men in their communities.
 In 1942 a musicologist described a musical instrument, the ekola, played in Kwanyama communities in northern Namibia only by ‘medicine men’ and by ‘sodomites’ - men who had sex with men and put aside their masculinity with their weapons when they became ekola players.
 

Cultural practices such as these have contributed to the Namibian society of today, where there is no widespread discrimination and some level of tolerance of sexual and gender diversity. 
The development of identity politics after independence
The new discourse of identity politics claiming rights for sexual and gender diverse people in Namibia started in the early nineties within Sister Namibia, a feminist organisation based in Windhoek, which created a safe space for lesbian women and has given voice to lesbian issues in Sister Namibia magazine over the past 20 years. 
We were shocked when the hate speech against lesbian and gay people started in 1995, orchestrated ‘Mugabe style’ by top leaders of the ruling Swapo party who claimed we were undermining their democracy! Up to then we had naively believed that the human rights guaranteed in the new Namibian constitution applied to all of us.
 
A further shock followed in 2001 when the Supreme Court ruled that the right to equality under the constitution applied to lesbian and gay people only as individuals, and that we had no family rights.
 

Integrating LGBTQ rights into the human rights movement

When our gay brothers looked to Sister Namibia to build a movement against the hate speech and defend LGBTQ rights, we agreed to form a new organisation, the rainbow project, which was founded in 1997. I want to acknowledge the role of many South African activists and GALZ in the formation and development of the rainbow project. Together we firmly entrenched lgtbIQ rights into the human rights movement in Namibia, through public panel discussions with political and church leaders, human rights awareness weeks in which we were joined by other human rights organisations, film festivals, story telling evenings, marches, and continually finding new allies such as the Office of the Ombudsman to help speak back. This created the space for more and more LGBTQ people to come out and speak out for their rights. Apart from Sister Namibia magazine we always received strong support from the independent mainstream media.
 
Integrating LGBTIQ Rights into HIV and Aids research, treatment and policies

The rainbow project took the lead in advocating for the inclusion of sexual minorities into the National Aids Policy, which led to this group being listed under vulnerable groups in the glossary rather than in the main text. This timid approach by the Ministry of Health and Social Services is partly due to the fact that sodomy is still a common law crime in Namibia.
 Although this law has not been applied since before independence, it has been invoked to prevent the distribution of condoms in prisons. The implementation of the National Aids Policy is highly donor-driven, with a main focus on men who have sex with men to the exclusion of other sexual and gender diverse people. LGBTIQ people were included as respondents in two non-governmental studies on treatment literacy, in which they indicated that while there was a general fear among the community of discrimination from health care workers, this had not actually been experienced by the respondents themselves.

Integrating lesbian rights into the broader women’s human rights framework

From 1999 – 2004, Sister Namibia led a campaign for women’s political empowerment, the 50/50 campaign, working together with rural and urban women leaders from across the county as well as members of political parties, NGOs and trade unions. A core activity was the joint development of the Namibian Women’s Manifesto as an advocacy and training tool, which also included the rights of lesbian women. This fuelled further high-level hate speech against Sister Namibia, led by the then Minister of Women’s Affairs, who claimed that Sister Namibia was confusing the Namibian women because lesbian rights was not a gender issue! This was the woman who had lobbied so hard at the 4th World Conference on Women to keep lesbian rights out of the Beijing Platform for Action. However, her attempts at dividing Sister Namibia from the women’s movement failed, and an unintended outcome of all the negative publicity was the explicit and firm entrenchment of lesbian rights into the women’s movement in Namibia.
 
Building an inclusive movement for sexual autonomy and choice
In 1999 Sister Namibia started a lesbian support group. We shared the writings of lesbian warrior poets like Audre Lorde, explored our own lives through writing, and held national workshops to develop our own lesbian feminist analysis of female masculinity, butch-femme roles and relationships, violence in our relationships, and an understanding of why lesbians need to join the feminist women’s movement and the women’s movements need to welcome lesbian women. Every victory by a lesbian woman claiming her right to sexual autonomy and choice is a victory for all women who have embarked on the arduous but pleasurable and empowering journey of claiming their sexual rights. 
Sister Namibia also trained gay men in using a feminist analysis to understand the oppression of all sexual minorities under patriarchy, thereby challenging the paradigm of biological determinism espoused by the rainbow project, and the oppression of women, including lesbians, by gay men. 

We participated in a project researching the lived realities of lesbian women in Africa, which led to the formation of the Coalition of Africa Lesbians (CAL) in Windhoek in 2001, and the publication Tommy Boys, Lesbian Men and Ancestral Wives. CAL has developed into a radical feminist pan-African organisation which is now engaging the African women’s movements and human rights movements in the feminist politics of sexual autonomy and choice.
Over the past years Sister Namibia has begun building an inclusive campaign for sexual citizenship in Namibia, developing materials, conducting workshops for women leaders working on women’s rights, human rights, HIV and Aids as well as for LGBTQ activists and partner organisations, and bringing the groups together. Sister Namibia magazine spreads the message of sexual autonomy and choice across the country, with every issue distributed to all secondary schools in the country, political and traditional leaders, policy makers, UN and government agencies as well as NGOs and their constituents.  
In 2004, the former director of Sister Namibia founded a new feminist organisation called the Women’s Leadership Centre (WLC), which aims to build feminist politics from within the different indigenous cultures in Namibia. Our core activity is women’s writing as a form of resistance. The WLC specifically reaches out to lesbian women, strengthening their voice and visibility through our publications. We engaged political leaders on LGBTIQ rights during public forums on women’s rights held prior to the 2009 national assembly elections. The WLC will soon bring lesbian women from across Namibia together to compile a CEDAW shadow report for the UN. This will be our baseline for a new lesbian feminist programme within the Women’s Leadership Centre.
State sponsored homophobia and the re-invention of tradition
The Swapo-led hate speech against sexual minorities (which has currently abated) claims that there is no history of same-sex practices among Namibian ethnic groups – a myth already debunked in 1925. This discourse of homosexuality as un-African based on claims of ‘cultural authenticity’ is combined with the rhetoric of homosexuality being un-Christian, whereas Christianity can hardly be said to part of traditional African cultures in Namibia. The hate speech was generated by former state president Nujoma, and fortunately echoed only by a few political and religious leaders, although we lived through some scary moments with regard to our safety after the Minister of Home Affairs called on graduating police recruits to arrest, eliminate and deport gays and lesbians from Namibia. The hate speech was thus employed in the name of ‘nation-building’, attempting to silence all critical voices by attacking those seen as the most vulnerable and marginalised. This project failed, and the number of voices critical of government on a broad range of issues is growing by the day, as evidenced on the readers’ SMS pages of the Namibian newspaper.
The Christian churches play a contradictory role, some using the Bible to condemn homosexuality, others providing a refuge for LGTBIQ people. My research among Damara ‘lesbian men’ revealed that many lesbians are recognised as the pillars of their churches, leading the ‘young mothers choirs’ and other activities. One of my respondents is nicknamed ‘bishop’ by her church, and receives male underwear from the pastor for Christmas!
 In the past, the Lutheran seminary that trains kindergarten teachers and hostel matrons was only open to single women, thus inadvertently providing a safe space for lesbian couples!
The rainbow project ran an outreach project to churches over the past years, and received public support from the former General Secretary of the Council of Churches in Namibia, but the current GS has made contradictory statements on the issue.

Violence against LGBTQ people in Namibia
Violence against lesbian and transgender people takes place in families and communities, but is not highly visible, as survivors are afraid to approach the police and courts for justice. Lesbians asserting their masculinity are targeted through rape, while transgender sex workers report various forms of violence from clients and the police.
 Violence against women generally is entrenched in Namibian society, and perpetrated through an array of harmful cultural practices that prepare young women for heterosexual sex and deny women sexual autonomy and choice, which makes it difficult for women to take up same sex practices or a lesbian identity.
   

Our main challenges in Namibia
Political opposition and civil society are weak in Namibia, with the ruling party Swapo still having a hegemonic grip on public discourse. Further, donors are pulling out of this so-called ‘middle-income’ country with the highest gini-coefficient in the world! This combines with a lack of management capacity in NGOs and a generation gap among activists. Some of the few remaining donors are dictating the programmes; while funding for HIV/Aids now includes the issue of men who have sex with men, the politics of claiming rights and entitlements as sexual citizens has suffered as a result. The rainbow project folded earlier this year due to some of the above problems, and the new LGBTQ organisations emerging will have an uphill battle to get funds and build capacity for rights-based work. 

Political and legal reforms are blocked due to the highly conservative attitudes prevailing in the legislature and the judiciary, and a lot of work lies ahead to challenge and transform these. 
We see the need for building a broad and inclusive movement for sexual autonomy and choice that embraces LGBTIQ issues, the sexual and reproductive rights of women as well at the rights of sex workers, and takes up the issue of poverty in the process. A challenge indeed!
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