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TSITSI TIMPANO*: FIGHTING 

FOR LESBIAN AND CAY 

RIGHTS IN ZIMBABWE 
Tsitsi Tiripano was fifteen when she was 
forced into marriage to a man 40 years her 
elder. She was his second wife and the 

marriage was arranged by her Christian 
father. After being married for only one 

year and nine months and pregnant with 
her second son, Tiripano ran away from her 
rural hometown to the city and moved in 

with her lesbian lover. Her family and 
husband looked for her but never found 
her in the city. In 1992, Tsitsi joined an 

organization called Gays and Lesbians 
of Zimbabwe (GALZ) and has been an 
activist fighting for the rights and 

recognition of gays and lesbians in 
Zimbabwe ever since. In 1998, she was 
honored by Amnesty International as a 

global human rights defender during 
their campaign commemorating the 50th 

Anniversary of the United Nations 

Adoption of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. She is currently 
speaking around the United States with 

Amnesty International about GALZ and 
the issues surrounding Gay and Lesbian 

people in Zimbabwe. 

In 1996, Zimbabwe's President Mugabe 
publicly stated that he believed gays 
and lesbians were "lower than pigs and 

perverts" and therefore have "no 

rights". Homophobia and persecution 
of gays and lesbians now had official 

presidential support. According to 

Amnesty International's Outfront 

program, a program designed to 
confront human rights violations of 

gays and lesbians throughout the 

world, President Mugabe also reacted to 
US criticism of Zimbabwe's treatment of 

gays and lesbians. In 1998 he is quoted as 

saying, "Let the Americans keep their 

sodomy, bestiality, stupid and foolish ways 
to themselves. Let them be gays in the 
USA and Europe. But in Zimbabwe, gays 
shall remain a very sad people forever." 
Under this political climate, GALZ and 
activist Tsisti Tiripano have been sub 

* 
pseudonym 

jected to state-sanctioned abuse, attack 
and persecution. Yet as my interview with 
Tsitsi reveals, GALZ has continued to 

expand their programs and offer support 
for gays and lesbians in Zimbabwe as well 
as act as a model for other groups in other 

regions of Africa who may still be afraid to 
come out due to public governmental and 
church hostility. 

and anti-gay articles. 

oob: Can you tell me about your experience 
in Zimbabwe as a lesbian? 

TT: First I can say that Zimbabwe is not 
the most dangerous country anywhere in 
the world to be lesbian or gay, it's only that 

they are more vocally homophobic. I can 

you tell you that as my story goes it was in 

was doing volunteer work at the fair when 
students from Marondera (a local high 
school) were amongst the mob. They took 

my photos and went back to Ngundera 
(Tsitsi's hometown). So it was Saturday 
morning when I get back from the book fair 
and there were a lot of people in my 
lodging screaming "down with homosexu 

ality". 

oob: Is there a state or government 
I ban on homosexuality in Zimbabwe? 

TT: After the President said that all 

gays and lesbians are pigs and 

perverts people began to attack us 
for being gays and lesbians. 
Because in Zimbabwe some people 
strongly attach to the ruling party, 
so most of the people learn to 
understand their President and they 
do what their president wants, so 
each and everyone was against gays 
and lesbians because of President 

Mugabe. 

oob: What is the current climate in 

Zimbabwe, what is happening right 
now? 

TT: People are now starting to 
understand and they are seeing that 
lesbian and gay people are human 

beings. I can say that people are 
now starting to understand; in 1995, 
1996,1997, nothing was pertaining 
to gay people, it is only because of 

important [legal] cases involving 
-gay men in the gay community [that 

some things have changed]. 

oob: I read your biography which said you 
were married and that it was an arranged 
marriage, can you say more about this and 

explain how you got out of the marriage? 

TT: I can say in Zimbabwe that Christian 

ity and culture work together. My family is 
continued on page 6 
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Tsitsi begins this interview by explaining 
an explosive incident that occurred at the 
1996 Zimbabwe International Book Fair. 

Tsitsi was volunteering at the GALZ stand 
when they were attacked and their litera 
ture burned? the police took no action. 
Also during this incident Tsitsi's picture 
was taken and given to the press and 

published side by side with anti-lesbian 

1996 when Gays and Lesbians of Zimba 
bwe (G ALZ) decided to participate in the 
Zimbabwe International Book Fair. Many 
organizations spent much time trying to 
revoke the book ban and also the press 
addressed the issue about three days 
before the book fair. So many people were 
so very curious and they came to see the 
GALZ stand. It was 7th August when I 

april 2000/off our backs/page 1 

This content downloaded from 130.209.6.61 on Wed, 13 May 2015 13:17:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


interview 

LESBIAN AND CAY RICHT* IN ZIMBABWE 

continued from page 1 

a Christian family and my father, well the 

only thing I can say is he forced me 
because I can't say it was love because if 
someone says "this is your husband and 

you are being wed tomorrow morning" it 

U 

was a forced marriage. [We] didn't even 
love each other. One day my father came in 
and said this is your husband and we are 

going to have the ceremony tomorrow 

morning and that was that. And he was my 
husband for a year and 9 months, then I 
ran away. I ran away when I was pregnant 
with my second son and I ran away from 
the rurals to the city where I was staying 
with my partner and later I was involved 
withGALZ. 

oob: So you knew at the time you were 
married that you were a lesbian? 

TT: 1 didn't know at the time that there 
was a word for it?lesbian. I was just 
knowing that I do love other women 
because my friend and I, we were just 
friends for a long time and we would 

usually be together all the time and every 
day, we used to spend the whole night 
together. She was my first partner, so I 
didn't know that I was lesbian but I did 
know that I had feelings towards women. 
But later I found out I was a lesbian 
because someone said to me, you are a 

lesbian, and I said what is a lesbian? She 
said a lesbian is an English word that 
means someone who goes with other 
women. Oh so I guess that means I am 
lesbian! She said yes yes you are, sorry I 
didn't tell you that earlier. 

oob: Is there a word in your language for 
lesbian? 

TT: Not for lesbian, but there is a word for 
all gays and lesbians its, "ngochani." It's 
the word for homosexual. 

oob: Did anyone ever come after you after 

you ran away? 

TT: No no, no one knew where I was so no 
one came. They were looking for me and 

they went to the police but they didn't find 
me. I was very scared that my dad would 
take me back to that husband. 

oob: Now you have two children who are 
in their teens or are grown now? 

In 1996, Zimbabwe's President Mugabe 
publicly stated that he believed gays and 
lesbians were "lower than pigs and 

perverts" and therefore have "no rights." 
Homophobia and persecution of gays 
and lesbians now had official 
Presidential support. 

TT: The first one is 18 years and the 
second is 16. 

oob: How do they feel about your activism 
and your sexual orientation? 

TT: They are very supportive, yesterday 
they sent me an e-mail saying "Hi mom, 
how is your speaking tour and your 
interviews going?" So that is nice. 

oob: How do other women's 

organizations deal with the 
issue of lesbian rights? 

TT: There are some other 
lesbians working with the 

women's NGO's but in 
Zimbabwe when you are 

working with those organiza 
tions some women don't 
come out. Maybe they think 

they would be in danger or 

something or they can lose 
their job. Some other 
lesbians they come to 
socialize and have party but 

they don't want their work 
mates to know they are 
lesbians. In Zimbabwe I just 
joined this NGO interested in 

working for women's rights. 
I introduce myself as a 
lesbian and a member of 

GALZ at conferences and 

meetings. So I keep talking 
about being a lesbian so that 

they can understand that 
lesbians are visible and at 
their meetings. 

oob: There are lesbians here in the united 
states that feel that their issues are pushed 
aside and gay men's issues are given more 

attention, funding, etc. Do find that to be 
true in Zimbabwe? 

TT: Yes, exactly. It's everywhere, it's the 
same in Zimbabwe. For example in the 

company you can see that men are on the 

top and women are always down, if you 
raise your issue the first one to step 

forward to solve the issue is a man, then 

you, you come second. In our organiza 
tions gay men always say "we are the 

bosses, oh listen to us" (laughing) so it's 

everywhere. 

oob: Are there any groups in Zimbabwe 
that are just lesbian women? 

TT: Yes, we have got a white lesbian 

group called women culture club (WCC) 
and also we have got a black lesbian 

group, we haven't named it yet, the group 
is just starting and we have 15 members in 
that group and we are working with GALZ. 

People are now 

starting to 

understand and 

they are seeing 
that lesbian and 

gay people are 
human beings. 

oob: What do you enjoy about being an 
activist and being involved with GALZ? 

TT: It's very nice, especially to me, 
because now I want to get knowledge and 

empowerment so that when I go back to 

Zimbabwe, I want to fight for gays and 
lesbians for all of Africa. It's nice to learn 
so many things and to learn in American 
culture about gay and lesbian issues. 

oob: How has your experience been 

traveling in the US? 

TT: I can say they welcomed me very nice 
and very good and they are taking me 

everywhere and they are responsible for 

everything so I want to thank them for that. 
And also, when I was in Ohio 170 people 
attended a dinner for support for GALZ 
and donated money for our cause. The 
United States people are very very 
supportive of me. 

oob: So what are your plans when you get 
back to Zimbabwe, what will you be doing? 

TT: When I get back to Zimbabwe, the 
first thing I want to do is go to East Africa 
to go and lobby and launch gay and 
lesbian organizations there. Amnesty will 
be helping us with that. The organizations 
in East Africa are still in the closet they are 

very scared to come out, so they write to 

us, inviting us so that we can help them to 
come out and teach them how to start up 
the organizations. 

oob: What other kind of activism is there in 
Africa in terms of gay and lesbian issues? 
Are you one of the few groups that are out 
there talking about these issues? 
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TT: No it is not GALZ only, there are many 
organizations in South Africa, there are so 

many organizations, the National Coalition, 
the Globe. We try to target the human 

rights conferences so that we can just 
push up the Gay and Lesbian issues in 
those countries. Amnesty International is 

going to have two conferences, one in 
eastern and then one in central Africa. So 
that time that the Amnesty people are 

going to have their conference, that is our 
time also to talk about gay issues and to 
launch organizations in those countries. 

oob: What do you think that women in this 

country or anywhere else can do to 

support your efforts in Zimbabwe? 

TT: I can say that Amnesty International 
does support me and GALZ, because I just 
received 4500 letters frorrt the US only, and 
in Europe I received 3720 letters. So it is a 

lot of letters and people are very support 
ive. [Writing letters is oneway], I get 
letters through Amnesty International. 

And also I want to talk about the AIDS 

epidemic, Zimbabwe has the highest rate of 
AIDS in all of Africa. So if there is anyone 
that wants to help with Condoms then they 
are welcome to send some to us. 

oob: How is the issue of AIDS dealt with in 
the lesbian community? 
TT: I think it's important that lesbians 
realize that they can get AIDS. Another 

thing is that in our organization we have 

Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe support 
groups for people living with AIDS. We 
also have projects within the organization 
we have GALZ Positive outreach and 

counseling. We decided to add the 

counseling because we need to counsel 

gay people who are living with HIV and 
AIDS. And also we want to counsel the 

straight people because they want 

counseling. It is another way of getting 
support from the public and the people. 
Also, last weekend I just got an e-mail from 

my partner saying that they have had a 
safer sex workshops for lesbians. So I 
think lesbians are becoming more aware of 
HIV and AIDS. 

oob: Why do you think it is important that 

you are out as a black lesbian woman in 
Zimbabwe? 

TT: We do research and we know that gay 
and lesbian people have always been here. 
The President calls us pigs and perverts 
and thinks that this comes from the 
Americans and the Europeans or that gay 
issues belong to whites or foreigners but 
70% of the gay women in Zimbabwe are 
black and indigenous. 

To find out more about the current political 
climate in Zimbabwe for lesbians and gay 
men and about Amnesty International's 

Outfront Program visit, http:// 
www.amnestyusa.org/group/outfront 

To donate to Gays and Lesbians of 
Zimbabwe please write to: 

Attn: Tsitsi Tiripano 
GALZ Center 
35 Colenbronder 
Milton Park Harare 
Zimbabwe 

ore-mail: galz@somaro.co.zw 

by jenn smith 

BEINC BLACK AND LESBIAN 

IN ZIMBABWE 
Lesbians: It was in 1979 during 

the liberation war when I met a 
female comrade. We used to share 
the same blanket in the bush. After 
three days of sharing the blanket we 
started kissing. She was my first 
lover and that was before I knew 
there was a word "lesbian". I just 

thought it was a game. I found out 
that I had feelings for girls rather than 
for men. I got jealous when I saw this 
comrade friend of mine talking to 
other girls. 

African Culture: It is claimed 
that homosexuality does not exist in 
our culture. It is further claimed that 

being gay is a white man's disease 
and that gay people have never 
existed in the history of Africa. To 

make matters worse, it is taboo to 

talk about sex in the traditional 
African context. 

Racism: The majority of black 
women do not have any source of 

income as compared to the white 
women who have the chance to go 
work and fend for themselves. 
Because of this, there is little or no 

help offered from white women with 

regard to our segregation. 

Women: You can be a woman 

but your uterus does not belong to 

you. It belongs to your husband and 
his relatives. You cannot choose 

when to have children. Most people 
would rather believe that there are no 
women in Zimbabwe who like other 
women. The revelations by a young, 
black gay woman during a plenary 
session of the Constitutional 

Commission, that she and many others 
like her, exist, was taken with mixed 

feelings. Some women were 

embarrassed, others were angry that 

one of their ilk would dare stand up 
and admit to something so abhorrent. 
Yet some felt pity for the young lady. 
Men were either derisive or dismissive. 

Gay women do exist in 

Zimbabwe, believe it or not. Contrary 
to the common belief that most gay 

women are foreigners, about 70 

percent of the gay women in 
Zimbabwe are black and indigenous. 
It is interesting to note that most 

parents are not horrified at their 

daughter sharing a flat with a girlfriend 
even when there is one bed for two 

girls. The same parents may not, 

however, be equally calm if it is their 
son in the same circumstances. 

The numbers and plight of gay 
women in Zimbabwe may not have 
been highlighted to date for a number 
of reasons. The traditional definition 
and perception of sex could have 
contributed to down playing women 
to-women relationships, making 
lesbians very invisible both to society 
and to the law. Two women are 

perceived as being incapable of having 
sex together. 

This explains why the law is 

completely silent on lesbianism but is 

very detailed on homosexuality. This 
also explains why the law is not only 
silent on the issue but cannot conceive 
of any criminal offence in the 
circumstances. The law has been 

crafted to look upon men as the key 

players in any sexual relationship. 
The conclusion that one then 
reached is that lesbians are not 
criminals in Zimbabwe. 

There are several couples of 
women in Zimbabwe who bemoan 
the lack of state recognition for their 
status. They, like their straight 
sisters, cry for equal rights with men 
in matters of gender equality in all 

spheres. They also cry for the 
establishment of partnership rights. 
To them these are the real problems 
besetting their daily lives and for 
which they strive to find solutions. 

Three distinct issues arise from 
the current situation of gay women in 
Zimbabwe. Firstly, society has been 

collectively silent on their existence. 
This in itself is discriminatory. It is 
further discrimination to lump them 

together with gay men as 
heterosexual men. What does 

society say about their daughters 
and sisters who prefer women? 

Secondly, if society believes that 

homosexuality between two men is 

horrifying and should be outlawed to 

protect the boy child, by remaining 
silent on homosexuality between two 

women, is society not discriminating 
against the girl child? 

Thirdly, while society may not 
understand Why and may not yet be 

ready to accept them, gay women 

exist in Zimbabwe. They are 
women too and the challenge to 
women's organizations is to speak 
out on gay women. 

Flyer produced by Gays and 
Lesbians of Zimbabwe 

U 

april 2000/off our backs/page 7 

This content downloaded from 130.209.6.61 on Wed, 13 May 2015 13:17:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 1
	p. 6
	p. 7

	Issue Table of Contents
	Off Our Backs, Vol. 30, No. 4 (april 2000) pp. 1-19
	Front Matter
	interview: TSITSI TIRIPANO: FIGHTING FOR LESBIAN AND GAY RIGHTS IN ZIMBABWE [pp. 1, 6-7]
	news
	United Nations: Unicef campaign vs. violence vs. women [pp. 3-3]
	United States: date-rape web site shut down [pp. 3-3]
	Spain: stricter stance on domestic violence [pp. 4-4]
	Kosovo: gang-rapes exposed [pp. 4-4]
	Iran: record number of women candidates [pp. 4-4]
	United States: women work more, sleep less [pp. 4-4]
	United States: child molested by anti-gay zealot [pp. 4-4]

	commentary
	Men in Ewes' Clothing: The Stealth Politics of the Transgender Movement [pp. 5, 8-9, 12]

	The Political Is Personal: or Why Have a Revolution When You Could Be Medicated [pp. 10-12]
	review
	The Feminist Teacher Anthology: Pedagogies and Classroom Practices [pp. 13-13]

	minstrel blood
	The Emperor's New Gender [pp. 14-14]

	Dykes To Watch Out For: OLD DOG NEW TRICKS [pp. 15-15]
	chicken lady [pp. 15-15]
	Dykes To Watch Out For: A FINE MESS [pp. 15-15]
	letters
	no more cooptation [pp. 17-17]
	anger over transsexuals [pp. 17-18]
	criticisms on target [pp. 18-18]

	Back Matter



