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How many people know that while 
Nelson Mandela was wanted by the 
apartheid government, a gay man 

was helping to hide him? Or that there once 
lived a woman who could fight with the best of 
the men in the 44 Boys gang in Cape Town? 

How many people know that the best 
parties in Cape Town were in ‘gay’ District 
Six? Or that the South African Constitution 
was the first one in the world that gives 
equality to gay and lesbian people?

Welcome to gay history!
This booklet will take you on a journey 

through a story that has been a secret for a 
long time.

It has been a secret because many 
people in our country did not want this story 
to be told. 

It has also been hidden because many 
gay and lesbian people have been too afraid 
to tell it for fear of  being punished and cast 
out of  society. It is the story of  gay and 
lesbian South Africa, and the contribution 
that gay and lesbian people have made to 
the new South Africa.

There wasn’t only one struggle for gay 
and lesbian rights in South Africa. 

There were many struggles to be fought 
because gay and lesbian people came 
from many different parts of  South African 
society. 

They fought in anti-apartheid groups 
against discrimination of  black, coloured 
and Indian people, because many gay 
people came from these communities. 

You will meet gay and lesbian political 
activists working against apartheid. 

Gay and lesbian people also fought for 
women’s rights, and you will read about 
how gay and lesbian people were involved 
in this. 

They fought for the rights of  people living 
with HIV and AIDS, because some gay 
people also had this illness. 

One of  the most important struggles 
you will read about is the struggle for 
human rights in South Africa. For gay and 
lesbian people, this means the right to be 
treated as an equal person to everyone 
else. 

A DIFFERENT HISTORY

As we tell this story, we will explain some words –  
the words highlighted in red – as we go, like this:

apartheid = The system that ruled South Africa from 1948 to 1994, when the 
country’s laws gave white people more rights and privileges than black people.

gay = Usually a man who loves and has sex with other men. This word is also 
used for women who love and have sex with other women. These women are 
also called lesbians (see below).

constitution = A group of  laws that the government of  a country sets out for all 
its people, laws that rule all the other laws. See page 28.

lesbian = A woman who loves and has sex with other women.



You will meet some people who had 
interesting lives, and some brave people 
who stood up for themselves and were 
determined to be who they are. You will meet 
men and women who refused to give up and 
worked hard for change in many ways. You 

will meet those gay and lesbian people who 
have become well known in South Africa and 
around the world. 

They all have their stories to tell, and what 
interesting stories they are! 

Keep reading!
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When did homosexuality begin? 
Has there always been 

homosexuality in Africa? 
What did African people think about it? 
These are difficult questions, and people 

have been studying history to see whether 
there were relationships between people 
of  the same sex in earlier times in history. 
They have found that in many countries 
around the world there were same-sex 
relationships, both men with men, and 
women with women.

Long ago in places like China, Greece, 
Rome, Egypt, ancient Japan and parts 
of  South America people were having 
relationships with other people of  the same 
sex. 

These relationships existed all over the 
world, just like they do today.

In Africa many people believe that 
relationships between people of  the 
same sex did not exist in Africa before the 
Europeans came to this continent. 

We know that this is not true.  
In Africa too, relationships between 

people of  the same sex were happening in 
at least 40 different African cultures. For 
example, in cultures in southern Sudan, 

Kenya, parts of  Southern Africa, Nigeria 
and Benin, marriages between women 
were taking place. In the northeastern 
Congo and the Central African Republic, 
male warriors were allowed to marry 
teenage boys. They even paid a kind of  
lobola to the boy’s parents!     

So it seems that some relationships 
between people of  the same sex were 
acceptable in Africa long before Europeans 
came. People knew that these relationships 
happened and they accepted them in some 
way. 

But relationships between people of  the 
same sex were accepted only as long as 
they did not prevent relationships between 
men and women, or stop people having 
children. 

These relationships were not a secret, 
but people needed to be careful about 
them. They were not spoken about very 
openly in African society.

It is important to know that people were 
not always treated badly for being in a 
relationship with someone of the same sex. 
They were still part of society. 

But many things caused this to change 
over the years. When the Dutch and the 
British came to colonise South Africa, they 
made homosexuality a crime. When the 
missionaries came with Christianity, they said 
homosexuality was a sin. 

Today homosexuality is still unacceptable in 
many parts of Africa.  

IN THE BEGINNING...

homosexuality = A homosexual 
person is someone who has love 
relationships with someone of  the same 
sex. The word can be used for men and 
women, but most often for men. Part 
of  this word comes from an old Greek 
word, ‘homo’, which means ‘same’. 

same-sex relationships = Another 
way of  describing partnerships that 
between a man and a man, or between 
a woman and a woman.

Map of 
Africa from 
colonial 
times



We can be proud 
Africans and also 
proud of being gay.

5



6

LOVE IN A HARD PLACE

The mines. What places they were! 
Many thousands of men worked on 

the mines. They came from all over 
South Africa from the rural areas, and they 
came from other countries like Mozambique 
and Lesotho too.

 The men all lived in compounds which 
were separate from the rest of the mine. A 
miner was not allowed to have his wife or 
girlfriend living with him. The miners were 
also not allowed to leave the compounds to 
go and have fun outside with women without 
permission. You can imagine how frustrating 
that was, especially when the miners were so 
far from home! There were also homosexual 
men working on the mines. 

So for many reasons men had relationships 
with other men, and these were sexual 
relationships. 

There was a system that everybody knew 
about and it was called ‘Sokisi’s Law’. In the 
stories that people told each other, Sokisi 
was said to be a miner from Mozambique, 
and it was said that he brought love to the 
mines. 

It worked like this. When a new young 
miner came to work, he might be chosen 
by an important man in the compound to be 
his ‘wife’. The new ‘wife’ was looked after 
by his ‘husband’. He was given gifts, like 
a new bicycle, blankets or clothes. He was 
also kept safe from other men. In return the 
‘wife’ would wash clothes and cook and 
have sex with the ‘husband’. A ‘husband’ 
could get fined for taking another miner’s 
‘wife’ or for beating his ‘wife’. After work 
there would be parties when men would 
play guitars and sing and dance. The 
‘wives’ would sometimes make themselves 
look like women by making breasts out of  
cloth and shaving off  their beards. 

Many of these mine-husbands and 
mine-wives had female wives and children 

compounds = The places on the mines 
where the mineworkers lived while they 
were working for the mines. They are also 
called ‘hostels’.



at home. Some of the home-wives knew 
about ‘Sokisi’s Law’ on the mines. It was not 
spoken about because the elders would not 
allow this. 

It was not only the black miners who 
had sex with other men. The white bosses 
also did this, especially when they were 

underground. But this was a big secret as 
well, because they were having sex with 
black men, which was not allowed. 

Because the working conditions on the 
mines were very bad, ‘Sokisi’s Law’ made life 
for the men on the mines easier. Life away 
from home became bearable.
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My name is Gertie. 
I look good, don’t I, sitting here 

in my smart suit and hat? 
But don’t mess with me, man, I know 

how to protect myself! Just like I did when 
I was growing up in Wynberg in Cape 
Town. Life was hard for all of us poor 
people, and for me too. The girls used to 
call me ‘Galla man’ and ‘tomboy’ because 
I played marbles and cricket and football 
with the boys. 

That hurt me, but I didn’t let it worry me. 
The bigger girls were okay. They showed 

me how to drink, steal and stokkies draai. 
It was lekker until I got caught and was 

sent to the farms and girls’ homes. The 
police said it was so to teach me how to 
behave. 

On one farm I had to do kitchen work 
and look after the children, boring! 

But on another farm I did lekker rough 
man’s work. There I was keeping up 

WHERE DO I BELONG?

“
GERTIE WILLIAMS’S STORY

Gertie Williams 
(centre) in 1956.
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with the men, cutting corn and digging and 
working the land. The farmer liked me. There 
was no work that I wouldn’t do! 

But life on the farms was lonely. I wanted 
to be where the action was, so I always ran 
away back to Cape Town. I got man’s work 
there too, in factories and bricklaying and I 
even worked on the fishing ships. 

Whoo! That was tough, but I didn’t give up. 
Then I joined a couple of gangs, the Flying 

Tigers and the 44 Boys. It was exciting, man, 
lots of drinking, smoking dagga and fighting. 
It was dangerous but fun! 

My family was very worried. They called in 
the priest and he told me it was a sin to play 
man when I am a woman. But I told him I had 

feelings for women, and I wasn’t going to 
change. 

It was a difficult life for me. 
The women swore at me and didn’t accept 

me, and I had to show the men that I was as 
good as any one of them. 

Where did I really belong? 
I’ve always had a girlfriend or two, and 

they didn’t mind me, but now I feel sad and 
frustrated. I have a special girlfriend and I 
think to myself, ‘What the end is going to be I 
don’t know. There is no hope of marriage for 
us, and the raising of a family ...’  
I wish that people  
would just accept  
me as I am. ”
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Thrown into prison, put to death, 
beaten, sent out of the country, 
thrown out of homes and 

communities! 
These are some of the things that gay and 

lesbian people have suffered for hundreds 
of years. 

And all just for being ordinary men and 
women who happen to love people of the 
same sex. Is that fair? 

Throughout history gay and lesbian people 
have been told that they are perverts, 
sinners, mentally ill, and criminals – and need 
to be punished. 

Here are some examples of the laws and 
punishments for being gay.

When the Dutch came to South Africa 
in the 1600s, they brought in strict laws 
about sex between men. They made it a 
crime and the punishment was the death 
sentence. One of  these men was Klaas 
Blank, a young Khoi man and a prisoner on 
Robben Island. He was sentenced to death 
for having sex with another man and was 
executed by being drowned in Table Bay in 
1735.

When the British came to South Africa 
in the 1800s, sex between men was still 
illegal, but the punishment was not as strict 
– it was usually between three and ten 
years in jail. 

Later on, people started to think that being 
gay was a sickness that needed to be treated 
medically. Gays and lesbians were given 
medicine and shock treatment to try and stop 
them from being gay and lesbian! 

Today we know that homosexuality is not 

an illness, and gay and lesbian people are no 
longer treated in this way.

Religions have also often said that it is a 
sin to be gay, and some religious leaders 
have tried to stop people having gay and 
lesbian sex. They often do not understand 
that being gay or lesbian is not a matter of 
choice – that is just how they are naturally!

But other religious leaders, like Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu, asked our politicians 
to help protect the rights of homosexual 
people. You can read his letter on the page 
opposite.

In the past, organisations such as the army 
have not accepted gay men and lesbians 
and have punished them, treated them as 
mentally ill or thrown them out of the army. 

Many of these things have happened for a 
long time.

Toady our Constitution protects gay and 
lesbian people by law, and for example gay 
and lesbian people can now serve in the 
army, but they are still seen in a negative 
way by many communities and punished for 
it. Society must work hard to make sure this 
punishment stops. 

PUNISHED FOR LOVING

pervert = Someone who other 
people think has sex in a way which 
is not natural and is unhealthy.
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‘I love you, will you marry me?’
So many people would like to hear 

those words from the special person 
in their lives! But these are words that, until 
2006, gays and lesbians could not say to 
each other. Marriage between people of the 
same sex was not allowed.

During the apartheid years, laws were 
passed saying that people from different 
races may not get married. It was a crime for 
people from different races to get married. 
This was the Mixed Marriages Act of 1949. 

It was also illegal for a white person to 
have sex with a black person. This was the 
Immorality Act of 1950. People from different 
races who got married or had sex with each 
other were breaking these laws and were 
sent to jail. 

In Africa today many people believe that it 
is wrong for gay and lesbian people to have 
sex and to get married. They believe that 
marriage between two people of the same 
sex is against African beliefs, culture and 
traditions.

But when we start to look back closely at 
our history and the people in our country, 
we see something different. Before the 
apartheid laws in different parts of South 
Africa there was marriage between people 

of the same sex. We saw in the section 
called ‘In the beginning’ (page 4) that it has 
been happening for a long time in Africa. 
For example, in KwaZulu-Natal some Zulu 
men had marriage relationships in the 
shantytown of Mkhumbane (Cato Manor) 
in Durban in the 1940s and 1950s. These 
men often had big public weddings and 
celebrations, which came to be very well 
known. The Golden City Post newspaper 
called Mkhumbane the place ‘Where Men 
Are Wives’ in 1955.

In Limpopo, some Lovedu women married 
other women to show that they had a certain 
position in their community. 

We also know that men who were Mpondo 
miners in South Africa in the first half of the 
20th century often had ‘mine marriages’ 
— as we saw on pages 6 and 7.

In December 2006, an important new law 
called the Civil Union Act was passed. Now, 
under this law in  South Africa, all people 
who love each other and who are 18 years 
old or older can get married. People who are 
of different sexes as well as people of the 
same sex can now choose to get married.

Now all of us, including gay and lesbian 
people, are free to fall in love with and marry 
anyone we like!

HAPPILY EVER AFTER

shantytown = A poor area in a township, where 
people have made their own homes out of  anything 
they can find, such as corrugated iron.
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Gay and lesbian people can now get married legally. 
Charles and Hompi Januarie, above, celebrate their 
wedding, and the marriage of Nozipho and Thulile 
Ngcobo is reported in the press, below.
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A car drives down a dusty road near 
Howick in KwaZulu-Natal. A white 
man is the driver, and a black man is 

next to him in the front seat. They are on their 
way back to Johannesburg from Durban. 
The black man has been meeting Chief 
Albert Luthuli, even though this was a very 
dangerous thing to do at this time. 

‘Look,’ says a policeman on the side of the 
road to his partner, ‘this is very suspicious, it 
can’t be right.’ 

The policemen stop the car and arrest 
both men immediately. 

The black man is Nelson Mandela, 
commander of Umkhonto we Sizwe, the 
most wanted man in the country. The white 
man is Cecil Williams, a political activist 
and well-known theatre director from 
Johannesburg. 

Cecil is also gay. These men are friends 
and comrades, and Cecil has been helping 
to hide Mandela. 

Cecil was an Englishman who came to 
South Africa in the 1920s and worked as a  
teacher, journalist and theatre director. He 
hated the apartheid racial laws so much 
that he found ways of  working with both 

black and white actors in his plays.
He was also involved in politics and was 

a member of the South African Communist 
Party. He worked in an anti-apartheid 
organisation called the Springbok Legion. 

He was a friendly and popular man 
and loved to hold parties in his flat in 
Johannesburg for his political and theatre 
friends. Many famous people came to these 
parties, including many actors and even 
Nelson Mandela himself. 

But there was a hidden side to Cecil’s life 
because at that time it was unacceptable 
to be a gay man, and Cecil was beaten up 
for being gay. Not everyone knew that Cecil 
was gay, but through his work and the kind 
of person he was, he changed attitudes 
towards gays and lesbians. This helped 
to make gay rights part of the new South 
African Constitution. 

After they were arrested on the side of that 
road, they were both put into prison. Cecil 
was quickly released from prison, but he was 
banned and he was not allowed to meet 
other political people or to work. 

Soon after this he decided to leave South 
Africa and died in Britain in 1979.

MANDELA’S GAY FRIEND
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Umkhonto we Sizwe = 
The army of  the African 
National Congress, which 
fought for freedom in 
South Africa. 

banned = When the 
apartheid government tried 
to stop certain people from 
doing anything against 
it, like writing or meeting 
others to fight for freedom.
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Gay and lesbian people have been 
oppressed for many years by 
governments and laws, by religious 

organisations and by the communities in 
which they live. 

But that hasn’t stopped them from having 
fun! As hard as people have tried to put them 
down, they have fought back. 

From the 1930s in Cape Town, coloured 
gay men had a wonderful time. They had 
plenty of parties in the places they rented, 
they had good times at ‘moffiekonserte’ and 
drag dances, they had their own clubs and 
sports, and they even had their own District 
Six netball team! Athlone, Woodstock and 
Salt River were known as the places to go 
if  you wanted to party! Gay people were 
also an important part of the fabulous Cape 
carnival, with their own floats in the parade. 

During the 1950s and 1960s gay people 
socialised in bars and clubs all over the 
country, especially in cities – where it was 
easier to meet people. 

In Durban they used to get together in 
parks and on the beaches; they even had 
their own beach, Victoria Embankment, 
which was great in summertime! 

Johannesburg was a good place to go to 
meet other gay people, especially in places 
like Hillbrow where they met in coffee houses 

and hotels and had the most wonderful 
parties. 

There were also social occasions on the 
mines, and they had parties there where they 
would dress up. 

For lesbians it was always more difficult 
because there was a lot of pressure from 
traditional communities and so they had to 
get together for fun in private houses.

Then, in Johannesburg in 1966, they really 
got into trouble. This was at the Forest Town 
party that you will read about in the next 
section, where policemen came into the 
house and arrested many men. 

Although the police were often on the 
look-out, and would come and break into 
gay parties, gay people still had a good time 
socialising in the 1960s. It was also still 
difficult for different races to mix together 
– black, white, coloured and Indian. There 
was no place they could go out together.  
This was apartheid, remember! But  gay 
people did not give up. They started resisting 
the laws and they fought hard for their rights. 
In 1990 they held the first gay and lesbian 
Pride march in Johannesburg, and today 
people come from all over the country and 
the world to Pride events in Johannesburg 
and Cape Town. 

How’s that for a victory! 

HAVING FUN... ANYWAY!

moffie = A word for gay men, especially men who dress 
up in drag (see below). Some gay men use this word about 
themselves, but others feel it is an insult.

drag = When people dress up as members of  another sex, like 
men dressing as women or women dressing as men. 

Pride = The celebration every year when gay, lesbian and bisexual 
people and others parade through the streets to make their voices 
heard and call for respect and dignity. See pages 23, 24 and 25. 
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Dancing the night 
away ... Kewpie was 
a famous figure in 
District Six, a man 
who often dressed 
as a woman and a 
great party person 
– here you see her in 
a wonderful stylish 
hat and having a great 
time!
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Let me tell you, people, this was a 
serious party! 

The biggest party for white gay men 
ever seen, but we had to keep it a secret 
of course. The government had all these 
laws about love and sex – and especially 
gay people. They thought that one way of 
controlling people was by telling them who 
they could have sex with, and definitely not 
men having sex with men. 

No freedom at all for us.
So we kept quiet about it, and the 

apartheid government just didn’t know that 
there was a whole gay social life going on 
all around them. We had our fun anyway. 

So there we were. It was a big party and 
everyone was looking good. Lots of wine, 
beer, food, good music. Fantastic! It was a 
lovely house in Forest Town, Johannesburg 
and we were dancing and singing and 
having a good time. And then ... 

In they came, these big policemen with 
their guns and things. Did I get a fright! 
We were rounded up and taken off to the 
police cells.

You should have seen the newspapers. 
‘Skandaal, terrible crime!’ said the 
newspapers that January of 1966. 

The government went crazy! They had 
special meetings in Parliament and set up 
a committee to see if  they could make 
the laws even stricter. Can you imagine? A 
parliamentary meeting about a party! 

Eventually they made a new law that said 
more than two men getting together to do 
anything like kissing, hugging and such like 
was a crime. This was called the ‘three men 

at a party’ law. You try and have a decent 
party with less than three people! 

Luckily for us, in the meantime a small 
action group paid for lawyers to help us, 
and the new laws weren’t as strict as the 
government wanted them to be. The group 
that helped us was the Legal Reform Fund, 
and actually it turned out to be a good 
thing because this was the first time that 
gays really started to organise themselves 
politically in South Africa. 

The work that they did was only one 
important battle against discrimination 
that was fought by gay people. And these 
battles led to the winning of the biggest 
battle of all, to have gay rights in the new 
South African Constitution. 

Imagine if  those policemen knew that 
when they came into our party!

So this story about a party is also the 
story about how some gay people started 
to work against apartheid  
and to fight  discrimination. 

A TURNING 
POINT

“

”

MICHELE BRUNO’S 
STORY
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committee = A group of  people 
who come together to do some 
work on one important problem 
or concern.

Above and right: 
Newspapers 
in 1966 report 
the Forest Town 
raid and the 
parliamentary 
committee 
to make new 
laws about 
homosexuality.

Michele Bruno 
in the 1960s.
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There is a Simon Nkoli Corner in 
Johannesburg, a Simon Nkoli Street in 
Amsterdam and a Simon Nkoli Day in 

San Francisco. 
Who was this famous man, and why do 

people show him such respect? 
Simon Tseko Nkoli was a member of the 

United Democratic Front. He fought with 
his comrades against apartheid. 

He was one of the people accused of 
crimes against the state in the famous 
Delmas treason trial of 1985-1989. 

But Simon was also a gay man, and when 
he told the people who were on trial with 
him about this, some of them thought it 
would be bad for the struggle for everyone 

to know about it. They wanted him to have 
a separate trial. But the lawyers and some 
other comrades were determined that Simon 
would not be separated out. This would be 
discrimination. 

In 1988 Simon was found not guilty of 
political crimes and was released from 
prison. He became a gay activist and was 
powerful in helping people to understand 
that gay rights are also part of human rights. 
His courage in standing up for himself is one 
of the reasons why gay and lesbian people 
have the rights that they have today. 

Simon and some other gay people started 
an organisation called GLOW (Gay and 
Lesbian Organisation of the Witwatersrand) 

A TIRELESS WORKER
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United Democratic Front = A group of  many  
different organisations that fought against apartheid.

treason = Trying to bring down the government.

activist = Someone who fights hard for what they 
believe in, encouraging others to join the fight.

diagnosed = When a doctor tells you what’s wrong with 
your health.

because they wanted to make sure that gay 
and lesbian people were respected. This was 
a non-racial organisation and it joined in the 
fight against apartheid. GLOW organised the 
first gay Pride march in 1990. At this march 
Simon made a famous statement. 

He said: ‘In South Africa I am oppressed 
because I am a black man, and I am 
oppressed because I am gay. So when I fight 
for my freedom I must fight against both 
oppressions.’ 

Simon was diagnosed HIV-positive 
while he was in prison, but this did not stop 
him in his struggle against apartheid and 
his struggle for gay and lesbian rights. He 
became an HIV/AIDS activist as well, setting 
up counselling groups for people. 

Simon died just before World AIDS Day in 
1998 when he was 41 years old. 

He fought hard to be respected in politics 
as a gay man and he was supported by gays 
and lesbians around the world, which is why 
people have shown their respect by naming 
things after him.

Simon Tseko 
Nkoli in 1988.
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LESBIAN AND PROUD 

My mouth felt dry. 
There I was standing up 

speaking to all those people. It 
was September 1995, the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in China 
and I was talking about lesbian issues. I was 
so proud, but very nervous too, so far from 
home in Soweto. I was the first ‘out’ lesbian 
woman to speak like this in such a public 
place. It was a very proud moment for me. 

It is important to speak out about lesbian 
issues, but far from easy. I had trouble 
before when I spoke out like this. 

It was on television here in South Africa 
just before our first Gay Pride march, and 
afterwards I got threats. Some men came to 
my house where I live with my granny. They 
said they came to teach me a lesson by 
raping me. I felt terrible. I had put my family 
in danger. I was so terrified that I couldn’t 
leave the house for weeks. In my community 
there is a deep respect for religion, tradition 
and culture, and we lesbians are not 
accepted as part of that.

Violence is a problem for many women in 

South Africa, and coming out as a lesbian is 
hard because then there is always a danger 
of more violence.

We lesbians are made to feel dirty and 
guilty, but we can’t lie and pretend to be like 
everyone else. 

Fortunately my family stood by me and 
accepted me as a lesbian woman. Other 
people have supported me too, like Simon 
Nkoli. Together we started the multi-racial 
organisation GLOW. Our country was 
writing a new Constitution and we wanted 
to make sure that gays and lesbians were 
included. I worked alongside him to get 
gays and lesbians legally recognised in the 
new South Africa.

We did everything we could. We ran 
workshops, organised more Pride marches, 
wrote articles and spoke out in public – like 
the big conference in Beijing. 

I will never forget all the people who I 
have worked with, and who have supported 
me. And believe me, we  
lesbians still have a lot of  
work to do!

“

”

BEV DITSIE’S STORY
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Bev Ditsie in 1990. 
Below, a Pride poster. 
For more on Pride, 
see over the page.

‘out’ = Being 
honest and telling 
everyone that you 
are a gay or lesbian 
person, even when 
this is a difficult 
thing to do – and 
it may make other 
people discriminate 
against you. Trying 
to keep it a secret is 
called ‘being in the 
closet’. Being ‘out’ is 
important because 
you can’t fight for 
your rights to be 
who you are if  you 
are hiding away.
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OUT IN THE STREETS

The Pride march! It’s a wonderful time 
for gays and lesbians. 

And yes, they are proud. Every 
year gay and lesbian people and their 
families and friends show just how proud 
they are. They walk through the streets for a 
big celebration. 

Pride is a time for fantastic fun. Many 
people dress up in fancy clothes and walk 
and dance. Other people decorate cars and 
buses to look fabulous, with lots of  painted 
colours and flags and people standing 
on them, and they go all through the city. 
People give speeches, and afterwards there 
are always plenty of  great parties all over 
town. 

But Pride hasn’t always been like this. For 
the first few years, Pride was a way for gays 
and lesbians to protest. The first Pride was 
in Johannesburg in October 1990 and it had 
a very serious message. For many gays and 
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lesbians, this was the first time they were 
able to show themselves openly to their 
fellow South Africans and to demand their 
rights.

When apartheid was ending, people 
started discussing human rights in 
a new South Africa. Gay and lesbian 
leaders wanted to make sure that gay and 
lesbian rights were included in the new 
Constitution. Many activists were working 
with politicians to make this happen. 

But the whole lesbian and gay community 
was demanding its freedom too. So just 
like people had gone out into the streets to 
demand their rights during apartheid,  gays 
and lesbians took to the streets in the first 
Pride march to protest. 

Bit by bit, lesbians and gays were given the 
rights they fought for in the new, democratic 
South Africa. And so Pride changed from a 
protest march into a celebration. Now it is a 

time when gays and lesbians can celebrate 
the fact that they do now enjoy human rights 
in South Africa. 

Pride is a big, loud and exciting day and 
many people of all kinds come to watch and 
to join in the celebration. It is a very powerful 
way for the gay and lesbian community to 
remind everyone that they are here and they 
part of South Africa. By having Pride they 
are saying: ‘We are proud, we are strong, 
and we’re here to stay!’ 

There are still times when Pride is more of 
a protest again. For example, when gays and 
lesbians were fighting for the right to marry, 
Pride was another way for them to demand 
this right. 

But whether it is a protest march or a 
celebration, Pride is important for the gay 
and lesbian community. 

And today, nearly 20 years later, Pride is 
still going strong! 

The lesbian and gay Pride parade then and now ...  
Opposite page, Pride 1990. Above, Pride in 2003.
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We all know what a terrible sickness 
HIV and AIDS is. 

It has affected every one of our 
South African communities, including the gay 
and lesbian community. 

Most people in our country who are 
living with HIV and AIDS are not gay, but 
gay and lesbian people have had a big role 
to play in trying to help people with HIV 
and AIDS.

As you can see from this booklet, gay and 
lesbian people have had many difficulties 
to overcome. There have been many 
successes, but the fight for the rights of all 
people living with HIV and AIDS is far from 
over. 

Three South African gay men who are well 
known around the world have been part of 
this fight. One of these is Simon Nkoli, who 
you met on pages 20 and 21. The memory of 

Simon’s work gives many people the courage 
to continue his fight. 

Another gay man is Zackie Achmat, 
who has been working to make sure that 
the South African government gives ARV 
treatment to all the people of South Africa. 
Zackie was a schoolboy when he started 
protesting against apartheid. Between 1976 
and 1980 he was arrested and detained 
by the security police for his work in the 
struggle against apartheid, and he was a 
political activist for a long time. 

In the 1990s Zackie found out that he 
was HIV-positive. At that time there was no 
treatment to help people. Zackie decided 
to do something about it and he started an 
organisation called TAC – Treatment Action 
Campaign. 

TAC fights for non-discrimination of people 
living with HIV and AIDS and the rights of 

POSITIVE PEOPLE

Edwin Cameron, 
the judge who is 
HIV-positive.
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infected people to treatment. Zackie has 
been around the world to get help for this 
organisation. 

The third famous gay man is Judge Edwin 
Cameron. Edwin is a judge in the Supreme 
Court of Appeal in South Africa. He is also 
HIV-positive. 

He has spent his whole career helping to 
fight for people’s human rights. He started 
the National AIDS Council of South Africa, 
which brought organisations together to fight 
for the rights of people with HIV and AIDS. He 
also started an organisation called the AIDS 
Law Project that works hard to make sure that 
people with HIV and AIDS are protected by 
the law. He is also famous around the world 
for this work . 

These three gay men are some of the 
people who laid a good foundation for the 
work that is done by many other gay and 
lesbian people continuing the struggle 
against HIV and AIDS today.

TAC activist.

ARV = Short for ‘anti-retroviral’. 
This is a medicine that helps stop 
AIDS growing in a person’s body.
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You there moffie! Heita stabane! 
Whoooo dykie!

Stop a minute!
What gives someone the right to call gay 

and lesbian people names like this? 
Nothing does. 
In South Africa everybody is protected 

by the law. And everybody means all of us. 
South Africa has a Constitution. 

A Constitution is a group of laws that the 
government of a country sets out for all its 
people – laws that rule all the other laws. 

In our Constitution we have a Bill of Rights, 
which is a list of the rights and kinds of 
freedom that the government says all people 
must have. 

This Bill says that we all have the right to 
feel that we have value in society, that we all 
have the right to be treated equally and that 
we all have the right to respect

It is important to think about what this 
means for gay and lesbian people.

One part of our Bill of Rights says:

Everyone is equal before the law and has the 
right to equal protection and benefit of the 
law.

This means that the law is there for 
everyone and will treat everyone in the same 
way. Everyone will get help from the law 
when they need it.

It also means that gay and lesbian people 
will be treated in the same way.

Another important part of the Constitution 
says:

The state may not unfairly discriminate 
directly or indirectly against anyone on one 
or more grounds, including race, gender, sex, 

pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social 
origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, dis-
ability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, 
language and birth.

This means that people may not treat 
someone differently just because they are 
from a different race, or have a different 
religion, or because they are a woman, or 
because they are disabled or because they 
are from a different culture or because they 
are gay or lesbian. 

Unlike in the past, now we all have an 
equal right to things like work, good pay, 
proper housing, food and water, to be 
healthy, to go where we need to go. We may 
not stop someone from getting these things 
just because they are different to us.

Our Constitution is famous around the 
world because it gives all our people these 
rights, including gay people. Today, if  anyone 
treats gay people unfairly, they will be 
punished by law. Yes, by law.  

Many people in South Africa have 
fought long and hard for us to have 
this Constitution. Some of these 

people have been gay and lesbian people. 
You have read in this booklet about how 

many gay and lesbian people in South Africa 
suffered for a long time. You have seen how 
they were punished. 

You have also read about how gay and 
lesbian people have fought for their freedom. 

But, just because there is now freedom 
and equality in the Constitution this doesn’t 
mean there is no homophobia any more. 
Gay people are still treated badly. Lesbians 
are raped and killed, and some women 
become HIV-positive in this way. Gay men 

FREEDOM AND EQUALITY 
FOR ALL
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are beaten and thrown out of their families. 
The fight continues. 

Many people have gone to the South 
African courts to test this Constitution and 

to make sure that we are doing what it says. 
You will read about these cases in the next 
section.

If  you feel strongly about freedom and 
equality for all people, you can make a 
contribution to this fight. Look around you at 
the people in your school and community. If  
you know a gay or lesbian person, take the 
time to think carefully about how this person 
is treated. You can make sure that you are 
not one of those who treats this person 
unfairly.

homophobia = When people hate or 
are afraid of  gay and lesbian people. 
Sometimes they say bad things about 
them, or do bad things to them because of  
their fear and lack of  understanding.
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How many battles do people have to 
fight to be free? 

Gay and lesbian people must 
have asked themselves this question many 
times over the last 100 and more years. 

You have read about how gay and lesbian 
people have worked to change the laws 
and unfair treatment in our country.

These battles were often long and lonely, 
because many gay people were outcasts 
from of  their communities, and did not 
have the support of  the state or the laws 
made by the state.

One of  the things that they have 

done is to challenge some of  the unfair 
laws which have made their lives more 
difficult.

Since 1994, when the new government 
came to power, gay and lesbian people have 
gone to the courts to make some important 
changes to the law about gay and lesbian 
people. They have worked hard.

In fact, since 1994 Parliament has 
passed more than 30 laws that make sure 
that gay and lesbian people are treated 
fairly and are protected by the law. 

Here are some of  them. 
A very important one was the equality 

INTO THE FUTURE

Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s great leader who did so much in the fight for 
freedom, with gay and lesbian activists in 1995: the British actor Ian McKellen, 
and South Africans Phumi Mtetwa and Simon Nkoli. This meeting was a sign 
that gay and lesbian rights would be confirmed – the beginning of new era.
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clause in the Bill of Rights in our Consti-
tution, which happened in 1996. This said 
that all South African people are equal in 
every way. You have already read about this 
on pages 28 and 29.

Then, in 1998, the court said that it was 
no longer a crime for men to have sex with 
each other.

Now it is also legal for gay and lesbian 
people to adopt children. 

Another law was changed to make it 
legal for the partner of  a gay or lesbian 
person from another country to come and 
live with their partner in South Africa. 

Gay or lesbian people can now get 
married to each other, in the same way 
as everybody else, and because of  that 
they have many more rights than they did 
before. 

These are all new changes to the laws, 
which have taken place since the people of  
South Africa finally won the battle against 
apartheid and all the other laws that kept 
people unequal. 

Gay and lesbian people are no longer 
second-class citizens!

second-class citizens = People who 
have been stopped from having all the 
same rights as others in society.
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This has been an interesting journey 
through the history of South Africa’s 
gay and lesbian community.  

We have heard about terrible things that 
were done to gays and lesbians over the 
years, and how hard the fight for rights has 
been. 

We have read how gay and lesbian people 
had to deal not only with apartheid, but also 
have had to fight for rights as women, and 
as people living with or affected by HIV and 
AIDS. 

But the biggest fight has been for the right 
to love and live with people of the same sex.

On this journey we have met some very 
clever and brave people who have helped in 
that fight in their own ways. 

Some were political activists, like Simon 
Nkoli and Cecil Williams. Some joined the 
struggle against AIDS,  like Edwin Cameron. 
Some fought for the rights of gay and lesbian 
people and the rights of women, like Bev  
Ditsie. Others made a difference by just living 
their lives in the best way they could, like 
Gertie Williams, who showed her community 

that she was worthy of respect. And there 
are many other gay and lesbian people doing 
the same things today.

We have seen how important our South 
African Constitution is for gay and lesbian 
people, and how they are now equal in 
law to every other person in our country. 
This has shown everybody that whatever 
community we come from, South African gay 
and lesbian people can and will overcome all 
discrimination and unfairness.

This booklet might have helped you to 
understand what has happened to gay and 
lesbian people. Now you know how important 
it is that we recognise and respect their 
struggle to be accepted in our society. Think 
about your own behaviour towards gay and 
lesbian people, and set an example to those 
around you who may not have a good attitude. 

If  you are a gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender or intersexed person, this 
booklet may have helped you to see that you 
are now fully protected by the law. Nobody 
may discriminate against you, or hurt you in 
any way. 

If  you are the daughter or son of a gay 
parent, you might want to know more about 
your rights and the rights of your family.

You might also like to know more. Here are 
some organisations and groups that can give 
you further information and help or support if  
you need it. 

OUT LGBT Well-being
012 344 5108
Helpline: 012 344 6500

Triangle Project
021 448 3812
Helpline: 021 422 2500

Lesbian and Gay Equality Project
011 487 3810

NOT THE END...

bisexual = People who love and have sex 
with people who are the same sex as them, 
as well as with people of  the other sex.

transgender = Someone born with a 
male or female body, but who does not feel 
or act like we would expect from a person 
with that body. For example, a person 
born as a man might look, act and feel like 
a woman, or a person born as a woman 
might look, act and feel like a man.

intersexed = People whose bodies are 
not totally male or totally female. They 
might have male and female sex organs.


