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AWI t hout a visual i d e nsuppdrtyetwork, ndiave no CcoOommun
movementMa ki ng our selves visible is a continual

Figure 1: Being, Apinda Mpako and Ayanda Magudulela, Parktown, Johannes206j/{
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Abstract

This paper is both a textual aadiisual analysis of the making/mapping/
preserving of radical black lesbian visual higtor postApartheid Souttfrica.
Using my own works of photography, | explore how visual activism caentg@oyed by socially,
culturally and economically marginalized women as a site of resistance to not only return the
gazeofourc ol oni zer s, but to devediotpi wwhlatgdbzré d ihmtok s
heteropatriarchal constructions of black womenos
With thematic projects evoked by womends own exXf
hate crimes that has escalated in the past few years, claimiryghtagk lesbian lives in the
townships| argue thatjueerphobia and hate crimes have further silenced and sanctioned our
voices. | reflect on such issues through my previous works enbitigdHalf the Picture (2003
2005)and ongoing visual exploratiofike theBeingseries (2007)races & Phasef007) and
Massa & Mina(h{2008).1 also explore how | have moved from being a lesbian and human rights
activist to becoming a visual activist and artist, tracing how my work has developed. Much of this
is abou reflecting on my work over the past 6 years, and taking stock of the many complexities

of being both an insider and an outsider.



Introduction

In the late 1980s anehrlyl990s,asSouth African was in the height of its historic
anti-Apartheid struggle against white minority rule, the country saw the emergence of not
only alesbian, gay, bi, transgender/transsexual (LGB®yement, bu& national queer
literature and cinema chronicling the experiencds@GBT peoples However, despite
the fact that these materials featured a few prominent black lesbian voices, there was a
noticeable lack of visual representatioithin South Africaof my communityand the
many queer women who existed and contributed to our LGBTglasidpr rights and
freedoms.When Back lesbianslid havetheir stories recorded antheir lives related
throughinterviews, it was done and written about by outsidete@tommunity
heterosexuals and/or queers from oversiahose days, we could not find visual or
textual works produced from within the blalesbian community itself. The primary
reason for this being our lack of access to education, employment, safe housing,
supportive queer structures, and financial resodre¢ks majority of us continue tore
in the economically and spatially marginalized townshinzg werecreated during the
Apartheid era, and which are many miles from the urban centers that house LGBT

organizations.

Having been a reaech subject myself, informinmpa ny out si de fAexpert ¢
our existence, lives, and realities, | began to wond2001how | could turn myself and
my community from being objectified to become the producers of our own histories,
knowledges, and subjectivities. | was angry for having been used for the gazersf oth
and instead wanted tes to do for ourselves. | envisionedsjealkng to each otheusing
visuals becausanyone can look and have thoughts about a photograph or a film, even if

they are illiteratel wished for us to stare back as black leshdantified women, to



resist and challenge the idea that our bodies can be researched, understood, displayed for
heterosexuahnd westernansumption. My objective was to produce wiwkthe very

same subjectiswould capturein order for therftus/meto seeour likenessesand for the

future geneations to have point of reference in our collective memories, in the archives,

and beyond.

The following paper explores the lives and visual historiedasfkolesbian
women inpostApartheidSouth Africa My own uncerstanding of a visual history
includes all forms of representation through different productions of portraits,
photographs, art works, documentaries, films, audio material, and videos that mark the
historical and present existences of same gender lovongew anddsbian women
within black South African culture and societthave named my projedapping Our
Histories: A visual Istory of black lesbians in pestpartheid South Africéor two
reasons: first, because we do not yet have such a historyforthef representation;
and second, because like the drawing of a road map full of roads, rivers, cities, mountain
ranges and valleys, our black lesbian history is not linear, but crisscrosses and intersects
with our race, gender, sexuality, class, andmal histories. The project ainis
interrogate the photographic representation of identity within the broader framework of
idertity formation in South Africa. It focuses on the complexities of our black lesbian
identities, and on working to reduce thearth of black lesbian visual histories,
narratives, and representation in the archives.

If there is ongourposao my work; it is to undo our black lesbian underexposure
and invisibility, and to resist the censorship and control that stillsexstr air bodies in
South Africa due to the intersection of our colonial and Apartheid past. Present day

gueer, lesbian, and transphobic hate crimes are the consequences of #nd pastfelt



deeply by us all. Ensurirtpat our collective visual narrativescaimageries as black
lesbian® especially those of us who come from marginalized sdat@m part of
South Africads n a tisiadommeof resistancel k/vwetwill moebe silenno r y
becausetiis the lives of our people that form our communibégesbians, and | agree
strongly with Joan E. Brien that without a visual identity we are left without support,
community, and a movement. As such, creating visual space for our histories within the
South African nation building projetself, and within the archival system of the natjon

is significant. It isa risky and highly political act of resistanoecause the social
pathologization of blacknd African lesbian desire, intimacy and relationships still
causes our spirits and bodies to be violaed raped. My own long term vision as a

visual and lesbian rights activistto work towards creating a black lesbian archive in
South Africa, one that is modeled after the Lesbian Herstory Archives in New York City,
created by the lesbian feminigtiter and activistloan Nestle.

The paper is divided intoain partsFirst, | will do a brief critical overview of
ourqueerand lesbiarnistory in South African order to situate my worlSecond] will
contextualize my work and the meaningvual actvism. Third, | will discuss and
reflect on mymethodological approaches to research and visual actifsorth, |
discuss dissemination and distribution strategies. Hifthl) reflect on the complexities
of my roles asnactivist, researcher, parti@pt,artist and insider within theldck
lesbian community of South Africdhe questions have been guided by are:R/do we
needa blad lesbian visual history®/ho is it going to feature and whom is it going to
serve? Who is the decision makdwout wiat this history will look lik& Where and how

is it going to be accessed



South African Queer History: a critical reflection

Despite the fall of political Apartheid in 1994, pdgpartheid South African
society is still burdened by unequal power relagibased on intersecting and hierarchical
constructions of racialized, gendered, classed, and heterosexual privileges. For the
majority of black lesbians and transmen, the everyday lived experience of black majority
rule and democracy is still dominated\oglent forms of homophobia, misogyny, and
the lack of access to adequate and affordable housing, healthcare, education, and jobs. As
black women, lesbians, and transmen, we continue to live on the margins of society, still
struggling to claim our sexuaitizenship, visibility, and safety in the public sphefiéhis
section paper of the paper will provide a brief historical synopsis of queer politics in
South Africa since the late 1980s/early 1990s when black gays and lesbians began to
organiz politicallyfor their rights.lt will also provide an analysis of why black lesbian
images and voices continue to be absent within the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
intersex people (LGBTI) and women6s movement
warrior women wh have in reality paved the way for our future generations of lesbians
and transmen to live a life free of violent homophobia, racism, and sexism.

For decades black lesbians have been contributing to the history of South
Africa, and to the communities wheewelive and work. However, due to the intersecting
legacies of both external and internal colonialisms, racialized and heterosexualized
patriarchies, and Black nationalism, our lesbian visibility and voices continue to remain
on the margins. Historicallyve lack the necessary access to economic, political, and
sociacultural resources to combat this silencing of our histories and contributions, and

many have died in the ardpartheid struggle, either of gender and homophbased



violence, or of HIV/ADS without realizing the dream of being recognized as valuable
members of our communities, familjgdaces of work, and nation.

For example, it was not until after 1994 that texts began to emeétigin the
academy on our existence and lives. Prior to4188tivists and scholars/researchers
tended to focus on the emergence of the political gay and lesbian movement and on legal
battles to be fought by gays and lesbians who were seeking inclusion in the shaping of
democracy during the transition period beén 1990 and 1994 when democratic
elections were officially held in South Africa for the first time. However, gay white men
overwhelmingly dominated these movements, and if scholars did write about race, it was
on the racialized/black gay male experierie they focuseWhile texts are beginning
to include us today, our identities and lives continue to remain wudemmented and
undertheorized as they are prescribed and conceptualized not by us, but by those outside
our communities.

In their introdwctionto Tommy Boys, Lesbian Men and Ancestral W{2666),
authorsRuth Morgan and Sask&ieringa statehatfithe silence in which most African
women in samaex relations live their lives causes their marginalization from society.
Coming out of the dset may offer the tenuous comfort of the support of an embattled
group of LGBTI activists, but it is often also very dangerous. They may lose whatever
support their families afforded themand mayebe i ct ed from t heir homes
Wieringa 2005: 1PSilence isolatesis at the same time that it protectsYst as Morgan
and Wieringa document, we are beginning to speajanizing andfight the
discriminatory laws and socitultural codes of our country

| need to underscore thaamingourselve and Obeingd ms more th

statement or a research topic. Rather, it is a political consciousness that we do not have a



choice about. To be black, lesbian and African is by its very nature political in a world

that is still overwhelmingly heteregual, and where whiteness and European ways are

still wvalued more than blackness and Afri can
demands thawe organize ourselvgmlitically and sociallyas black women who

intimately love other womenThe power ohaming means to put something into

existence. As long as it is not named and there is no concept of it, it can neither be

appreciated nor be denounceblieh amounts to nomxistencg * (Schuhman, 2008:38)

Figure2:J ul i a a n d Hékwhaaldkeside, dohannesburg (2007)

Figure 3:Musa Ngubane and Mabongi NdlgWlillbrow, Johannesburg 2007

During Apartheid, the white minority government controlled by the National

Party tightly regulated and racialized sexuality by imposing laiwsializing
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homosexuality and intenacial sexual relationships through the Morality Act of 1957. As
gueers, we were seen as a threat to the ordering of racial hierarchy and white supremacy
through our homosexuality and our blackness. White supremaagnssad not only on

a notion of racial purity and the invented notion of racial hierarchies, but on

heterosexuality. While | esbians were sel

womenos sexuality and acti vi ttheabiitestot i ght | vy

reproduce and inta@acial reproduction was outlawed. The focus of homosexual

regulation therefore was primarily on white gay men and-irsteinl homosexuality’

(Elder, 2003)According to Sabine Neidhardt, this racialized and genderadbs

regulation during the Apartheid era may be one reason why lesbians in general, and black
lesbians in particular, have been so neglected within the research and literature until

1994° (Neidhardt, 2006)

Prior to 1990, the year of the first Gay Pridarch in Johannesburg, our faces
and voices as black lesbians were never even imagined. According-Aparttieid and
gay rights activists Sheila Lapinsky and Mazibuko Jara, a gay black presence began to
come out strongly in South Africanly in 1986. Ths was the year an#ipartheid activist
Simon Nkoli, a black member of the naacial Gay Association of South Africa
(GASA), was arrested and charged with treason along with 21 other men in what became
known as the Delmas Treason Trial. Despite his artivh both the anthpartheid

movement and the artiomophobia campaigns against the Apartheid government,

GASAOGs internal white and middle c¢class race

supporting Nkoli publicly, which led to GASA being expelled frim International Gay
and Lesbian Association in 1987. As a result, black gay organizations forraathgof

collectively organizing against, and resisting homophobia, racism, and Apartheid.

r
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However, these were spaces dominated politically and striigtoyeblack gay men.

While such lesbian organizations as Association of Bisexuals, Gays, and Lesbians

(ABIGALE) emer ged in 1992, and Cape Town and Sun
up in the 1980s, they too were dominated by white lesbians who concermes ftres

with feminist issues that tended to be silent on the political economy of race in South
Africa. Moreover, as Lapinsky and Jara argue
mainly white lesbian organizations not only because they felt exclbdedecause

exposing themselves as lesbians may have alienated them from their more conservative

black comrades inthe amtip ar t h e i d(Lapihskylandgdrae 1998)

As the country saw its first Gay Pride march in Johannesburg in September 1989,
six months before the release of Nelson Mandela from prison in February 1990, black
lesbians such as Bev Ditsie and Phumi Mtetwa began to come out publicly to speak about
being black African, female, and lesbian. This was a time when many black queers felt
more comfortable marching with paper bags covering their faces. In the early 1990s,
Prudence Mabele was the first black lesbian to come out publicly to speak not only about
her lesbian sexuality, but alsoaa her HIV/AIDS status. Iselaterstarted and leds the
HI V/ Al DS organization Positive Womends Netwo
the disease. As Donald L. Donham remarket, y t h e tlwastclear th &/&\yne i

in South Africa that a new?®onmindd8y was in pr
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Figure 4: Being, Mpumi MathabelaParktown, Johannesbui@007)

Yet, despite the political engagements by black lesbians, the gendered tensions between

lesbians and gay men continued, making an intersectional analysis of a radical queer
history of South Africa so very important to our understanding of the complex dynamics
today. Some reasons for this continued tension may be, according to Neidhardt, that
while black gay men had international support from white gay organizations &broad
especially tbse in Britain, the Netherlands and Canada, who got strongly involved and
joinedtheantApar t hei d mov e me rdtblack eshians wekelstouggling s

against the iple bias of homophobia, sexism, patriarchy, and radiwen in the post

arres
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1994 ea, and after the 1996 Constitution included sexual orientation in its Equality
Clause, the issues that dominated LGBTI legal struggles rarely addressed the complex
sociocultural issues and economic struggles faced by black lesbians. For instance, while
sodomy laws were officially ruled as unconstitutional and then decriminalized in South
Africa by the Constitutional Court in 1999, lesbians had little to benefit as the laws did
not apply to them. In 2000, the courts ruled that excluding homosexuals frsmipe

funds was unconstitutional, and in 2001, the Pretoria High Court ruledsadaazloption
discrimination by the Child Care Act and the Guardianship Act as unconstitufional

(Cock, 2001:39)

While in theory these legal victories are for the benefélipin reality, the
majority of black lesbian women have neither the access to education or high enough
paying jobs to access pension funds. With the official unemployment rate in South Africa
at 36%, the majority of undeducated lesbians in my commiynare either jobless or
underemployed. While we do not have official statistics on the unemployment status of
lesbians as they are categorized only by gender, age and geographic location, the
unemployment rate of black women in South Africa is at $2@arais, 2001:175)
Moreover, to fight against sexual and gender discrimination using the Constitution costs
much in legal fees, money the majority of lesbians in my community do not have as they
struggle to access safe housing, food for their childrenadequate and affordable
health care. Shefer and Potgieter also rightly make the comment that:

While the Constitution clearly protects sexual rights, and there is evidently more
space for alternative sexual practices and identities in South Africa gahvietories
(such as the recent recognitiohlegal relationships betwedmmmosexual partners)
securing constitubinal and social gains in livezkperience, South Africa remains a

highly homophobic, heterosexist culturenere heterosexuality is privéiged above other
forms of sexuality as the ideatorrect form of sexuality and relationshiff (Shefer and
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Potgieter2006: 104)

Visual Activism

Photography and sociology have approximately the same birth date, if you count
sociology's birth as theuplication of Comte's work, which gave it its name, and
photography's birth as the date in 1839 when Daguerre made public his method for fixing
an image on a metal plate. Like sociologists, photographers have been concerned, in their
professional lives, wih contemporary social problems: immigration, poverty, racism, and
social unrest. Both have studied occupations and related institutions of work, social
classes, communities, cities, societies, and cultures. From its beginnings, photography has
been usedsaa tool for the exploration of society, and photographers have taken that as
one of their tasks. Among its several uses, photography has been a tool to explore society,
thereby entering upon common ground with sociology.

- Howard Becker, Northwestern University

~

ANo matter what the method, we need to be co
to the researched and the soci al ahd politic
-South African gender scholafamara Shefer and Cheryl Potgigi2006: 104)

The act of taking a photograph and preserving a life moment has always
fascinated me, especially since within my Zulu culture this was the role of men. Even
women were subjects captured almost exclusively by the male gaze. As such, I first
began to document and take pictures informally at events and parties that hadtto do
my own personal life as a way of asserting my right to record my life. In 2001, &took
photography course at Market Photo Workshop in Newtown, Johanned$barket
Photo was set up by my mentor and famed South African photographer David Goldblatt
in order that young and economically marginaligeéd: blackphotographers could
gain accss to training and skills. Having been a lesbian and human rights activist in
Johannesburfpr years, | began seriously to commitseif to visualctivism, especially

after | was given the chance to pursue a project that dealt with my life and work
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In aclass of 13 students, | decided to focus on my community and our racialized,
classed, and gendered lesbian sexualities. From the beginning, then, my photography
dealt with black womeis subjectivities. Since the advent of colonialism in Africa, black
femak bodies have been positioned as objects for western science to explore, and open to
being gendered spectacles for European consumption. In my own practice, therefore, |
actively chose to work against this by ensuring that the photographs | producadkof bl
womenods bodies would no |l onger subject wus to
photographs were for us to-ileage and rémagine ourselves, to see likenesses and to
celebrate our diverse embodiments of what it means to be a lesbian in Saocdah Af

At Market Photo Workshop, | had full support from the director who encouraged
me to pursue my project on black female sexualities, as he believed that it spoke to me
and my caus® photography as a tool for social change. However, not everyone was as
supportive, and one male student dropped out of the program in 2004, saying he was
offended by the images of African women portrayed as lesbians. The notion of
homosexuality as uAfrican was introduced to us by our European colonizers, and today
this atitude is expressed most often in the ideas that black women who are lesbians are
just disappointed by men, or that they are t
seen as a Butak Doanra Srith,iformgr.divector of Forum for the
Empowermat of Wo me mmeeproplé¢ elieve igmosexality is an idea
brought [to Africa] by the white man. But it has always been here. What the white man
brought was homophobia clothed in religious doctrines that we did not have. before
(Smith, 2006) Nontheless, such ideas and statements were still being made, even though

South Africa was celebrating 10 years of democracy and human rights in that same year.
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In March of 2004, | had my first solo exhibition at the Johannesburg Art Gallery,
as part of studerexhibition calledvisual Sexualityln August of that year, | participated
in a show for Wolswangbody Ciavhdortatbial cam stitl redall thee d
impact those 14 photographs had on the audience. There was a sense of shock, and
people descbied their feelings as they read the text and the images. Some of my work
went over some peopleds heads and they did n
photographs. Others felt violated as they did not expect to see images of black women in
intimate lesban contexts in a public gallery. Viewers were encouraged to write their
comments in a book. There were those who recommended scriptures, stating that
Ahomosexuals need to be prayed for to change
year some jourrai st began to call me a ficontroversia
as a derogatory remark.
That same year, | participated in a poster presentation at that University of
Western Cape, for th@ender & Visualityconference. The public space in whinany
other photographs were displayed became the most frequented area of the conference,
with people inviting others to see my fAshock
that my photographs gained national media publicity.
At this early stage, mghotographs were not funded as | was delving into a taboo
matter. | received support solely from friends and acquaintances who are participants and
not o6ésubjectsd in my projects. | used both
preferable colour wablack and white, because |1 liked the texture and classical feel it
creates in photos. In none of my work do | use fancy equipment and artificial lights. In
one of the interviews | confessed that the i

and hat the work wa® épreservative free, no special lightiramyd makeupd
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(Mask Admin 2006 Onling). | wanted my work and my people to be presented in the
most natural manner to reveal the intimacy about the women featuring in it, and to
highlight the rehtionships between the women and me, relationships of friendship,
familiarity, and solidarity.

In 2004, | also initiated the first Photo &Rhoto experience classes designed to
encourage young black lesbians in my community to document their own lives and
histories. | believe that not only could | not document a collective history on my own, but
thatl should not be the onlylack lesbian to create what is a collective experienaeesof
for us | believe many different voices are needed in order to effacsoeial and
cultural change at the grassroots. | have continued with this training annually since then,
and will speak more on the meaning of Photo XP below. So far, over 60 women have
been trained in basic photography, documentation, and communigyaleskills.

As an activist who has worked in the LGBTI sector for many yearsfdwaded
the Forum for the Empowerment of Women (FEW) in 2002. My vision for FEW was for
black lesbian women to have a safe space to go, to organize for the oppottimnities
access services like healthcare, education, employment, and housing, without being
judged or discriminated for their sexualities. The organization has since taken off and has
been approached by both domestic and overseas scholars, and mainstreafEWedia.
provided what little information that existed then about our spoldical lives. While
mainstream media tended to sensationalize our stories, researchers took our information
and stories and packaged it for academic use. It was hard for us tothegessademic
t heories and their writings about Aus. o It w
someone elge especially when we continue to struggle for our safety in the townships

while researchers have the privilege to leave and return to there serademic lives.
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These experiences of being sensationalized, researched, and written about left me feeling
disempowered and exploited. | then reached a point in my life where | told myself we can
do it for ourselves. | fact, | began to understand agtitdevel that if we are to survive as
a community and to build our dignity as black lesbians, we had to tell our own stories and
create our own histories.

In 2006, | had my second saahibitionentitiedOnly Half the Picturein which
| told a narratve thatwasnotfichronological, buteflective of the complexities of black
female subjectivities within the peapartheid South African contexfMuholi, 2006 4)
My anticipation wago forcethe viewerto rethink how they viewed black African
lesbians! focused on the struggles we still face as lesbians, despite a constitution that
guaranteed our freedom from discrimination. | chronicled the reality of hate crimes,
sexual violations, and torments that many in my community facecridgal aimwasfor
everyoneo see and hear the anguibmenexperience, and | hoped to dissipate
stereotypes of bladiesbian women in South Africa

My approach to my second solo exhibition in 2006 was different than the first
one. In that series of photographs there weeges of my own menstrual blood mixed
with intimate images of lesbian couples and of hate crime survivors. | tried in this
exhibition to highlight the physically and emotionally brutal aftermath of those incidents.
My self-portraits were included in #t series as | believed that one should interrogate the
self as much as othei@ocumenting black lesbiadswomen who are my friends,
neighbours, acquaintances, kids the ages of my own didw@esnot come easy for e
deal with their traumas. | sit wittape survivorsHIV positive friends who have survived
6cur at i v erywith theas |dakeaherd to hospital and talk with their families. |

go to their funerals when they are brutally murdered for being lesbians as was the case in
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2007 with Sizakel&igasa and Salome Masooa. | mourn with the families as their
beloved pass away from AIDS related diseases and suicide. This is where my activism
and my oO6artd becomes what to me is visual ac

be activism before aestines. bdl hooks encapsulates well what | would like to convey

by stating:
Al have approached my wor k by rwogadtvismg t hem i
and thinkingblack |1 have had the pain of fragmentat.

consciosness. The alienation felt by many people who are concerned about domination
T the struggles we have even to make of our words a langhiaigesin be shared,
under sibebhoaoks,Talking Back1989:3)

Below, | will briefly outline how the experiees of my community of hate crimes
and living and dying with HIV/AIDS have shaped my projects, my relationship to my

subjects, art work, my political commitments, my visual activism.

Hate crimes

In South African black culture, being a black lesbian ens&s negative, as
destroying the nuclear heterosexual family, and a&frinan. There are expectations
that African women must have children and procreate with a male partner who is to be
t he head of the family. latd i it $ osnaidod Ftalh &t nigs t g
to these expectations, we are perceived as d
desires to be male. Curative rapes, as they are called, are perpetrated against us in order
to make wus i nto 0Aromed apprapnaitly fAninine, endthes,f r i can w
menébés property. Al such negative connotati oo

subcul ture of women. 0
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In 1996 | experienced a severe hate crime wWivegs beaten up by former
girlfriend& mother. Her mothdrelieved that | wasé p e r whe pramdted
homosexuality and made her daughter inkesaian. We broke up after that. This
experience was a wake up call about the effects of lesbophobic attacks. Six years later, |
started documenting hate crimes. | joye the townships and listened to and recorded
more than 50 caselsconducted interviews and recorded survivors to mark their
experiencegsesistance and estence as black lesbians in twuntry, as | believed that

is important to put a face on eaahd every issue.

In narrative and visual researchvhat| calledA Township Talé | beganin 2002
after Tshidi Telekoa came out and related her testimony of being attacked by her
neighbor and could not get any support from her faffiljn 2003, Kekelets&hena
related her case of being a rape survivor as a teenager. She later became a spokesperson
for The Rose Has Thorrmampaign mounted by Forum for the Empowerment of Wome
(FEW) in 2003Phumla Masangwas anotherwomamh ose gi r |l fri endds
boyfriend verbally abused her, bemuld not have her case heard in court because the
alleged accused was a policemdrhese arsome of thenarratives and experiences of

brutal violence from the women in my community.

In 2003, | had the unexpected opportundynterview a seldentified rapist of
lesbian women. He gave me much insight into what motivatacand made him
perpetrate hate crim&his rare exchange betwea black lesbiargnd one tine potential
target of his ragegnd a man who made the comas decision to control lesbian women
through rape was not lost on either of us, despite the unplanned and spontaneous nature

of our exchange. The following is what "Xolani' (pseudonym) confessed to me. | use the

or
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word confessed here because | neither retgdethe interview with him, nor prompted

him to explain his actions. He simply asked if he could speak to me because he had

something on his mind. As related in Xolanio

English:

It happened in 1996 when me and thoéeny gangsters raped a lesbian friend of
our sé We all knew that she was ®athatshe gi n,

but

was not a mané One day she c anhewatyos éu sWea fhtaedr

already planned wh a tktumerapwmghertire tbld heothatlifo € We
she reported us to the police we were going to kill her family. She did not go to the

police, as she was scared for her life. | repenwibat we did and wish | could apologize

to her for what we did, it was juiginorance that led to that brutality.

Currently South Africa has no asitate crime legislatiorBlack lesbians ithe
country experience rape from gangs, from so called friends, neighbours, even sometimes
family membersSome of thecurativerapesinflicted on our bodies aneportd to the
police, but many others go unreportétie rampant hate crimes are used to make black
lesbians inible, because coming out exposesouhe harshness of patriarchal

pressures. Challenging the norms afmpulsory heterosexuality has put manyisk.

Here is a lisbf a few women who have been brutally raped or murdered for being
lesbian in the last 3 years, despite the success of South Africa being one of only 5
countries in the world to pass the legatian of samesex unions under thgivil Union

Actof 2006.

2006 Zoliswa Nkonyana, aged 19, was stoned to déatheing openly lesbian 80

young men in th€ape Towrtownship of Khayelitsha

2006 Madoe Mafubedu, aged 16, was raped stabbed to death in Soweto;

t oo


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Town
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2007 Sizakele Sigasa, a lesbian activist livingSiowetq and her partner Salome

Masooa were raped, tortured, and murdered iy July

2007: Thokozane Qwabe was found callously murdered irklaai, Ladysmith,

KwaZulu Natal;

2007. Simangele Nhlapo, member of HitV -positivesupport group, as well as her two

yearold daughter were rageand murdered in June

2008 Eudy Simelanea Banyana Banyansoccer playemwasmurdered in Kwarhema,

Springs.

HIV/AIDS pandemic

In March 2009 witnessed theleath of a 35 years old friend, two other closest
friendsdiedrespectively in 2007 and 2006. Each one succurtib@&dDS-related
complications.The ongoing marginalization of black lesbians or women who have sex
withwomen i n Sout h Ai$amajora@asthahstlldds todvacaec t o r
for. Adequate, affordable, and sensitive medical services are not yet available to meet the
needs of the many lesbians who are HIV positiMeere is a need faafe and affordable
barrier methods for womenhe have sex with womenAccording to Neidhardt, there
arecomplex dynamics of HIV/AID&omplicated bylass, gender, race, and white
privilege in South Africak s heal t h sector i n bhseeechanditli cl e.
treatment that Buhle Msiban HIV-positive black lesbian who had develogd®S,
encountered at the hands of staff in a private hospital outside of Johannesburg. Msibi was
declared unworthy of basic dignity and care weeks before she passed away on April 1,

2006.She wa4 andwasaformer colleague at the Forum for the Empowerment of


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soweto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HIV-positive
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Banyana_Banyana&action=edit&redlink=1
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Women (FEW), as well as a poet, writer, and mother to her son Nkosana. In her own
words she emphasized the issue of motherhood and sexuladityshe wroté é |

believe thatve are capable of givingibit H @m a proud motherofasixyead d boy . 0
In one of her last performances during Pride week in September 2005, she recited a poe
dedicated to her son titled:

A Mf ana 7WMgboy. 0

Shine my beautiful diamond

The sun is willing to enhance your gaiaaylow

Fly my colorful butterfly
Summer is yours to spread your wings and your colours of love

Flow my strirgs, flow endlessly to the oceand let be no one to stop you
Be all that you can be, let nothing stop you from being you.

My son, tHatoés my boy.

Msibi fought tirelessly for the rights of HRgositive lesbians and others, but
could not access dignity and care at the end of her life. She never lived long enough to
witness her sonéds first day™brthdagshdiedatt . On t h
Sizwe Tropical Hospitdrom drugresigant TB. Her TB is what hegrivate health care
providers failed to noticdnterestinglyMs i bi 6 s own wor k and contrick
struggle against the stigma of HIV/AIDS was marred by the parallel stragglast the

homophobia she endured in these very same organizgtmrf®ught the AIDS stigma.

On March 12, 2007 the lesbianmmunit lost Busi Sigasa2b) to AIDS. | lost a
friend. Sheworkedtirelessly for FEW, andave her energies to tkdne in Nire

Campaignthat advocates fgrolitical and moral support to women survivors of sexual
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assault. Justke any other outspoken survivor, Sigasad poetry as a means of voicing
her concerns, of communicating with her peers, and for healhgendued bahings
and multiple rapes because of her lesbianism. She conttiM&dIDS after she was
raped near her homAs if she had a premonition that she was going to pass on, she

wroteRe me mber Me \WimcetimeFatt Remaidosinbefore hepassing

The Fact Remains

Thereds no point in blaming myself or anyone
the fact remainsé.
Thereds no use in you asking me why | never

the fact remainsé.

| tried, you had no time and you were always busy and occupied

| dondt bl acaeseoonatteravhat her be

the fact remainsé.

|l 6m not | ooking for sympathy or feeling sorr
nothing anyone can say will change anything because

the fact remainsé.

| am now counted in the statistics because

the fact remainsé

Do ntéet| | me | should have never all owed my st
The fact remainsé

You donodot kmonve ddevandthe f e el

the fact remainsé.

Donod6t tell me what people might say or think
the fact remainsé.

Its not going to changanything

Don6ét ask me who was my rapist because it ma
But mad as | can be and for everyoneods sake
Life goes on and still

The fact remainsétfhat I AM I NFECTED! I'!
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Figure 5 Late Busi SigasaConstitutionHill, Hillorow (2006)

| am very keen on documenting works of such womdBuss Sigasaa lesbian and
womenods r i ght shecausd they write aboleradlitymfooer tves quite
simply. In her poenThe Fact Remainshespeaks about her struggles as a bsitive
lesbian despite the denial of her humanity inedongoing struggle tattain all ofthe

rights other South Africans enjoy. | feel such candid and personalgsriire essential in
helping others to know that they are not alone. More so these are the documents that
needtoliveonAsAudr e Lorde told us | ong ago,
t han o u fBusiiaid 8uhle boured for us througleir activist work and
through the powerful words they left behinidin turn, choose to immortalize their work.
A community with no history is doomed to repeat its mistakéighe three deceased
women were friends that I lodt.t i s t h r o siexpgerienchsdike Wwaterogme

and HIV/AIDS cases that | have recorded that agitated my visual activism so that the

Afour
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world knows are about ongoing struggles of lesbians. These documentations mark these
incidents, as well as our existence and resistanbkaels lesbians in the country as |
believe that it is important to put a face to each and every issue.

In the following, | will discuss the transition from capturing hard and raw images
to photographs that are more nuanced. In late 2006 and 2007, | ethbartheé~aces &
PhasesandBeingseries which captures the diversity of lesbians in our different

communities.

Faces & Phases
ABl ack | esbians have very |l ow visibility in

- Ruth Morgan, former Director GALA (2005)

fiThere was a time when we black people needed other people to speak for us because we
could not always speak for ourselves. And though | am very grateful to white historians
and the like who worked tofiorm people about black experiedceve can do speak for
our sel ves. And our struggle today is to be
-bell hooks,Talking Back(1989:83)

With Faces & Phased intended to showur emerging South African black
lesbian aesthetics through portraiture, especially because positive images of us within the
womends and queer -existenh iINatashsa Diatitlee argudsthatst non
vocabulary to represent lesbian desire angltbasures of their fulfillment is provided by
a linguistic and representational system which has no space to engage with the notion of
the lesbianexcept in relation to itsvan hetero/sexuality (Distille2005:45) | wanted to

resist the heterosexual regentation of lesbians through portraits.



27

Historically, portraits serve as memorable records for families and friends as evidence
when someone passéaces express the persons, aRtdasesignifies the transition

from one stage of sexuality or gendepeession and experience to anotli@cesis also

about the face to face confrontation between me as the photographer/ activist and the
many lesbians | interact with from different Gauteng and Cape Town townships such as
Alexandra, Soweto, Vosloorus, Khdiygha, Gugulethu, Katlehong and Kagi§€ine of

our collective painful experiences as a community is the loss of friends and acquaintances
through disease and hate crim&ame of these participated in my visual projects. What

is left behind now is the dividual portrait that works as a site of memory for us, as a

trace of o6who and what existedd i n a particu

black lesbian and South African histories intersect.

The project features black and white photographsutdhes and femmes from
various townships who defy homophobia and the stigmas attached to their lesbian
identity. Individuals who participated are friends and acquaintances who hold different
positions in the community such as soccer players, actresselrscactivists, lawyers,
dancers, filmmakers and writers. Hate crimes and negativity towards queer community
has distorted the positive images of black lesbians. Each time we are represented by
outsiders, the image represented portrays victims rdthantictors. It is that kind of
sensationalism that motivated the core of these images in order to resist victimhood.
The viewers are also forced to engage with the question of what does a lesbian look like?
Is there a lesbian aesthetic or do we exprasgendered, racialized, and classed selves
in rich and diverse ways? | wanted the viewer to ask hérselhis lesbian more

authentic than that lesbian because one wears a tie and the other not? Is this a man or a
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woman, or a transman? Can you identifgjpe survivor by the clothes she wears?
Leaving the viewer to wonder is one strategy of disorganizing the gendering and the

sexualizing that goes into the heterosexual script.

Figure 10: Faces & Phases: Siyafan22008

More Faces & Phases photos

Faces & Phaseportraits have now expanded into a new phase which is in button format.


http://www.brodiestevenson.com/exhibitions/muholi/index.htm
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In this way, participants can take direct ownership of their images. Tiegstia

designed to create an easy, accessible, and mobile archive. Individuals make decisions
on how, where and when this could be accessed. Buttons have a long history of acting as
messages of protest against injustice, especially during thAartineid struggles

globally. | use buttons to mark the existence of black lesbians. In addition, buttons are
also used as a new medium of producing an archivable material in large quantities for this
visual history. There are 5 buttons produced per image. Dvwo the participant, two are

kept by the author, and one will contribute to the Black Lesbian Memory Project initiated
by FEW in 2008. The Memory Project aims to archive black lesbian lives.

Being (2007)

Figure 12: from Being seliesKatlego Mashiloane & Nosipho Lavuta,
Ext. 2 Lakeside, Johannesburg, 2007
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Beingseries continues to explore the love and intimacy within our relationships
regardless of the egoing pain and struggles that we falely projects araboutour
histories, struggles and livdsovers and friends consented to participate in the project,
willing to bare and express their love for each otkech photograph features a couple in

their different settings of their daily lives, and within theinyabutine.

| have the choice to portray my community in a manner that will turn us once
again into a commaodity to be consumed by the outside world, or to create a body of
meaning that is welcomed by us as a community of queer black women. | choose the
latter path, because it is through capturing the visual pleasures and erotica of my
community that our being comes into focus, into community and national consciousness.
And it is through seeing ourselves as we find love, laughter, joy that we can sustain ou
strength and regain our sanity as we move into a future that is sadly still filled with the
threat of insecuritiesHIV/AIDS, hate crimes, wlence against women, poverty and

unemployment.

Massa& Mina(h)



