Men who have sex with men, and homophobia in Africa
About 16 people attended the three presentations around this issue at the Thursday 22 July 2010 AIDS Consortium hub and these were some of the comments from the floor on the presentations and discussion in Vienna (held on the previous day):

Using law to defend rights

· One speaker noted it was good that there was international commendation for the University of Pretoria and their training of lawyers to defend human rights and take up cases to defend those who are victims of homophobia

· However various speakers indicated that the Constitution does not enjoy widespread community support in its protection for gay rights

Congratulations to AIDS Consortium for hub

· “Unlike the TV reports of the Vienna conference, here at the AIDS Consortium hub it is like we are part of what is happening in Austria. These are interesting topics, which we have debated in our own organizations, and it is interesting to get views from all over the world on these issues. We encourage the AIDS Consortium Vienna delegation to report back to affiliates at one of the monthly meetings on controversial topics like today’s topic, Men who have Sex with Men (MSM).”
Homophobia in Africa
Here there were differing views, as set out below in some examples.
· One speaker said he did not think that homosexuality was widely accepted in Africa, but he also did not agree that there was widespread homophobia (hate crimes and discrimination against men having sex with men, women having sex with women and people with different gender identities like transsexuals, bisexuals, intersex persons).
· Another speaker asked whether homosexuality was really about culture, and made the point that cultures change over time e.g. we dress differently now from how we did in King Shaka’s time.  “On gays, there are lots of different organizations in the AIDS Consortium. We said we are not going to discriminate. Everyone has a right to be what they want to be. Homosexuals are also people so we need to embrace and love them and fight against stigma. Culture is very broad and we are talking about individuals.”

· Another speaker pointed out that we were trying to address a crisis of lack of HIV health and others services to MSM and LGBTI persons, to defend the gay rights set out in our SA Constitution. “In SA we do not see this as a crisis as our laws allow access to justice and HIV services if you are homosexual. But the presentations were on all of Africa and we need to open our eyes.”
· “As Africans it is not a crisis. Our standpoint is clear culturally and religiously. As a Zulu, homosexuality has been there for many years but as a shame and disgrace and it is not practiced openly. We accept them but the practice is not African. Africans should define their own way of life and not be impressed by the Western world, which is happy to accept homosexuality. I respect Thabo Mbheki who was a proponent of Africanism. We have a wonderful Constitution but it was not discussed on the ground, what it says about homosexuality and same sex marriages.”
· If 38 of 52 countries in Africa have laws that criminalize men having sex with men and only 14 do not, this is an issue for justice systems elsewhere. “There are no laws in South Africa or even a tradition to say that men having sex with men is a crime and if we say so, we are infringing on their rights.”

· People are scared to come out of the closet or box fearing stoning and reprisals. The western world is just trying to show that people are there to help them, not trying to promote homosexuality. “If you are an African and you want to see HIV decrease, let us accept people as they are. HIV infects all human beings and all should condomise.”
· “I don’t criticize gays but in society we grew up as mothers and fathers and so we don’t believe in them.”

· “We respect the law, and rights for gay people. But I know a woman who has sex with women and it is killing me.”

· “We are different people. You can’t tell your child not to be gay. We are adding an unnecessary stress to ourselves. … it is all about getting the love that you need.”

In the end even the reluctant pastor with tales of men leaving their wives for other men in his community, and of Africans copying a “fashion” of MSM, said: “We don’t condemn or demonize MSM but respect them as members of our community. Don’t be judgemental but look at them as human beings.”
