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A snapshot of LGBT media coverage in East, West and Southern Africa 

 
Executive summary 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) people remain largely absent from public 
discourse in Africa. This study set out to analyse representations of these communities in media 
in South, West and East Africa in the month of April 2015. The paucity of stories about LGBT 
topics compelled the research team to cast a wider net and look for any and all stories on this 
topic in 2015. This absence underscores the main finding of this study: LGBT people continue to 
be underrepresented and misrepresented in African media.  

This research also found that a majority of stories analysed about LGBT issues fail to incorporate 
the voices of those affected. In addition, many stories use only secondary sources – or no sources 
– and feature discriminatory or stereotypical language. The sample also presents a reliance on 
international news about this topic; only a handful of articles presented insightful background or 
analysis of this complex topic area as it pertains to the African context.1  
 
Introduction and background 
 
African media has a history of sensationalising stories related to LGBT issues. Research conducted 
by the Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action (GALA) and Community Media for Development (CMFD) 
found that media presents an unfair reflection of the LGBT community.2 It noted that media 
highlights sexuality in stories where it is not relevant, creating a sense of “otherness.” This also 
perpetuates stereotypes that construct LGBT people as hyper-sexed.  
 
A 2009 Human Rights Watch report on the topic found that “virtually any move LGBT groups 
make, from renting an apartment to holding a press conference, can feed a violent moral panic, 
where media, religious figures, and government collude.” The same report noted great contrasts 
in how African countries approach the issue: from South Africa, which has legalised same-sex 
marriage, to Nigeria, which has banned gay marriage and all advocacy linked to LGBT rights.3 In 
terms of actions to address homophobia and transphobia in the media, the report recommends 

                                                           
1 The following reference group of gender experts, journalists and activists peer reviewed this paper: 
Botho Maruatona (South Africa); Caine Jason Kaene Youngman; Najeeb Ahmad Fokeerbux (Mauritius) 

Young Queer Alliance; Matthew Clayton (South Africa) Triangle Project; Zelda Mahlati (South Africa) 
SWEAT; Nomfundo Xolo (South Africa) Community Media Trust; Oliver Meth (South Africa) AIDS 

Foundation of South Africa; Willliams Kwame Rashidi (Nigeria) Queer Alliance; Nikita Pimentel (South 
Africa) Love 167; Rochelle Pimentel (South Africa) Love 167; Nkhumiseni Tshivhase (South Africa) 

Thohoyandou Victim Empowerment Program; Monica Moagi (South Africa) Tears Foundation; Tish White 

(South Africa) Wits University Transformation and Employment Equity Office; and Mthokozisi Lembethe 
(South Africa) filmmaker.   
2 http://www.mdda.org.za/outinthemediafinalreport-(2).pdf 
3 https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/lgbt0509web.pdf 
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increased trainings for reporters and editors on issues of human rights, homosexuality, 
confidentiality, and respect. 

In extreme situations, such as in examples from Uganda and Malawi, media reports have crossed 
serious ethical lines, calling for the arrest and murder of LGBT people. When former Malawian 
President Joyce Banda proposed repealing a law criminalising homosexuality, a majority of 
commentators published in The Nation, a Malawian daily 
newspaper, opposed her move, basing their arguments on biblical 
teachings, with one saying, "Legalising same-sex marriage is 
pricking into Jehovah's eyes." Another example from Uganda is the 
Rolling Stone article calling for Uganda's “top” homosexuals to be 
hanged. The story, like many articles published in Uganda, claimed 
there was a gay campaign to recruit schoolchildren. The article 
published the names of suspected “homosexuals” and gay rights 
activists. Shortly after the story appeared, police found Ugandan gay 
rights activist David Kato bludgeoned to death in his home. These 
“journalists” tarnish the profession with their discrimination. Even 
worse, they encourage hatred and contribute to the increase of 
violent attacks on LGBT people throughout the region. 

Perhaps more insidious, however, are the frequent ethical breaches linked to misuse of language, 
perpetuation of negative stereotypes and lack of LGBT sources in all stories, especially those 
about LGBT issues. Further, as this project has illustrated, LGBT people remain largely invisible 
in African media and, when stories about LGBT people do appear, they are too often international 
stories with little relevance to the African context.   

This paper is one part of a larger project spearheaded by Gender Links to monitor media reporting 
on LGBT issues in Africa as part of its mandate to champion diversity and difference. Another 
element of this work includes drafting a training course on gender, media and diversity in order 
to build the capacity of African journalists to adequately report on these issues and expand – and 
add to – the larger conversation about LGBT rights.  

Key terms and definitions 

LGBT is the acronym for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender. It has often been expanded 
to include Intersex, Asexual, Queer, Questioning, Allies and Pansexual.  

Gender identity is a person's perception of their gender and how they choose to identify 
themselves, i.e. man, woman or gender neutral.  

Gender expression is the outer manifestation of a person's gender identity, often expressed 
via clothing, haircut, voice, behaviour or body characteristics.  

Sexual orientation relates to a person's physical attraction to another person. Gender identity 
and sexual orientation are not the same. Transgender people can be straight, gay or bisexual.  

Homophobia is a general term for negative attitudes toward members of LGBT community. 
These attitudes often translate into discrimination, different forms of violence and hate crimes. 
The term extends to bisexual and transgender people, but terms like biphobia and transphobia 
are used to emphasise specific prejudices against bisexual and transgender people.  
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Lesbian is a term used to describe a woman attracted to the same sex and women who do not 
identify as heterosexual.  

Gay is a term used to describe individuals attracted to the same sex, though more commonly 
refers to men who do not identify as heterosexual.  

Bisexual is a person attracted to both men and women. This attraction may not be split equally 
between genders, and there may be a preference for one gender over others.  

Transgender is an umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or gender expression is 
dissimilar from the sex they were born with. Transgender people may identify as transwomen 
(male-to-female/MTF), transmen (female-to-male/ FTM), transsexual or gendervariant.  

Intersex is a term used to describe people whose biological sex is unclear. Thus, internal sex 
organs and genitals differ from the two expected patterns of male or female.  

Asexual is a sexual orientation whereby a person has a lack or low level of sexual attraction to 
others and do not desire sex or to have sexual partners. An asexual person may be straight, gay, 
bisexual, transgender. Asexual people may be emotionally attracted to others and desire 
partnership, but may not wish to express that attraction sexually. Discrimination and prejudice 
directed at people based on their asexuality, is called aphobia.  

Queer is a general term used to describe people who do not identify as straight or who have a 
gender-variant identity. It is often used interchangeably with LGBTIA, but due it its historical 
derogatory use, not all LGBTIA people use or embrace the term. 
 
Genderqueer is often used by those who do not subscribe to conventional gender distinctions 
but identify with neither, both, or a combination of male and female genders. 
 
Methodology  
This report initially set out to monitor and analyse all mentions of LGBT people in South, East and 
West African media in April 2015. However, due to the scarcity of reporting on LGBT issues in 
that timeframe, media monitors at Gender Links included several articles published after April 
2015. This lack of visibility in print media in these three vast regions – all rich with a diversity of 
media outlets – tells part of the story: journalists tend to report on LGBT people in negative ways, 
or not at all.  

While this tiny snapshot of 36 print stories from nine countries is far from comprehensive, it does 
provide a glimpse at some of the shortcomings in coverage of LGBT issues – otherwise known as 
Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI) – as well as a handful of examples of media 
getting it right. It analysed print media from Southern Africa (Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, South 
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe), West Africa (Ghana and Nigeria) and East Africa (Kenya). Twelve 
of the 36 stories reported on international news, while two-thirds documented local issues linked 
to LGBT people.     
 
The study sought to answer some of the following questions:  

 What topics receive the most and least coverage?  
 How do countries/regions compare? 
 Where do the stories come from (international, regional, national)? 
 How many sources are LGBT people?  
 What is the function of LGBT sources?  
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 How many stories perpetuate negative stereotypes?  
 How many stories challenge negative stereotypes?  
 Does the language used promote or challenge negative stereotypes?  
 What are the missing voices and perspectives in the stories, if any?  
 What are the missing stories?  
 Do journalists include both primary and secondary sources?  

This qualitative analysis will add to any discussions aimed at raising awareness about diversity 
and difference among media consumers and journalists.  This research employed the following 
framework to help assess stories:  
 

Constructive stories Incomplete stories Negative stories 

Voices of LGBT people Lack of voices of LGBT people Lack of voices of LGBT people 

Challenges stereotypes Fails to address stereotypes Perpetuates stereotypes 

Variety of sources Uniformity of sources Lack of sources 

Fairness in approach to issue: 
no open prejudice, no ridicule, 
no moralising 

Failure to address tendency 
for biased coverage or provide 
context 

Biased coverage of the issue: 
moralising, open prejudice, 
ridicule, etc.  

Simple, accessible language Inaccessible language, lack of 
context 

Full of jargon or stereotypical, 
biased language 

Provides research, history, 
context 

Lack of research, history, 
context 

Lack of research, history, 
context 

Inclusive language to refer to 
LGBT people 

Lack of inclusive language Discriminatory language (“the 
homosexuals,” “gays,” etc.) 

 
Summary of findings 
The majority of stories (81%) fell into the incomplete category. These stories, while not explicitly 
biased or discriminatory, failed to educate readers on LGBT issues or address stereotypes. In 
many cases these stories have few words and lack a diversity of sources. They also do not provide 
history, context or the voices of people in the LGBT community.  

While a large majority of stories failed to live up to the standards of quality journalism, only two 
(6%) blatantly perpetuated harmful stereotypes and used discriminatory language. However, 
both categories – incomplete and negative – underscore a failure on the part of media 
practitioners to fulfil their role of informing and educating readers. More than three quarters 
(86%) of stories lacked the voices of LGBT people; failed to address stereotypes about LGBT 
people; lacked analysis, context, history or research; and used moralising or stereotypical 
language. All stories from Kenya, the only East African country represented, fell into the 
incomplete or negative categories.  

Just five examples (14%) presented constructive, thoughtful stories about LGBT people. These 
stories included primary and secondary sources and a diversity of voices. They challenged harmful 
stereotypes and used inclusive language that helped educate readers and provide important 
context.  
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Country Number of 
articles analysed 

Constructive  Incomplete Negative 

South Africa  3 1 2  

South Africa – articles 
about international news 

11 2 8 1 

Kenya 10  10  

Kenya – articles about 
international news 

1   1 

Zambia 1  1  

Nigeria 1 1   

Zimbabwe 2  2  

Zimbabwe – articles 
about international news 

1  1  

Malawi 3  3  

Botswana 1 1   

Ghana  1  1  

Lesotho 1  1  

Total 36 5 29 2 

 
Representation 
 
Sources 
Just five of 36 stories (14%) featured LGBT people as sources, and only one article includes 
interviews with more than one LGBT person. Considering that an essential tenet of journalism is 
to include the voices of people affected by stories within those stories, many journalists writing 
about LGBT issues in Africa have been failing their readers.  
In analysing media practice in these examples, other common weaknesses in reporting include a 
general reliance on secondary sources, a tendency to use wire stories from writers based outside 
Africa, and single- or no-source stories. This latter point is a weak media practice that researchers 
also identified in the 2010 Gender and Media Progress Study (GMPS) of more than 30 000 news 
items in 14 countries in the Southern African Development Community (SADC). It found that 67% 
of stories produced by SADC journalists relied on just one source. Researchers noted that this 
resulted in authority figures – mostly men – speaking on a majority of issues, including those 
issues that mostly affect women. This is also problematic vis-à-vis journalism on LGBT issues.  

Best practice in journalism involves interviewing two or more sources in order to provide different 
perspectives and tell both – or several – sides of a story. When a journalist includes only one 
source in a story, he or she has been negligent, failing to adhere to the fundamental standards 
of the profession, and weakening journalistic practice in the process.  

This monitoring revealed many examples of single source stories based on male figures of 
authority or people not qualified to speak on LGBT issues or represent the views of LGBT people. 
Even worse, the failure of journalists to find LGBT sources resulted in unanswered questions in 
stories as well as imprecise reporting. For example, in the story “Group backs gender rule” from 
Kenya’s The Star, which is about calls for the government to introduce a law recognising a third 
gender in law, the writer, Jillo Kadida, says about a person related to the story: “It is not clear 
whether he is transgender because he doesn’t say.”  
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It is a remarkable admission on the part of this journalist that she has not done her job. Kadido’s 
short story relies on only secondary sources and has no 
quotes. With her failure to ask a specific and relevant 
question of a source, and this imprecise writing, she has done 
a disservice both to her readers and to the community of 
people she is writing about.  

Another article from the Sunday Independent in South Africa, 
“Fans heartbroken over Barry Manilow’s gay wedding,” is 
without a by-line and has no sources. However, the story, 
taken from the UK’s Daily Mail, is perhaps most notable 
because the unnamed writer speculates on Manilow’s 
personal feelings, guessing the reason the 71-year-old singer 
only came out as gay recently is because “he may well have 
been in denial.”  

Reporter 
This study found articles on LGBT issues without sources especially common in South African 
media; in most cases because stories had been reduced to two or three paragraphs and taken 
from wire services or other international media. Additionally, many of these stories appeared 
without a byline. Along with the example above, these include: 

 “Jenner gender issues to air” in Daily News; 
 “Restaurant in gay furore” in Daily News;  
 “Arkansas acts on anti-gay law” in an unnamed newspaper;  
 “Fox criticised for Jenner jab” in Daily Dispatch;  
 “Gay dads make it three” in Daily News; and 
 “Same-sex marriage okayed” in The Star.  

Two other examples simply depict a photo with caption: “Reflecting change” in The Citizen and 
the advert for “Someone’s always watching” in The Sowetan. Thus, eight stories out of 14 (57%) 
analysed from South African media had no byline, or no sources, LGBT or other. This is 
problematic because is an indirect form of misrepresentation: non-African reporters and news 
agencies continue to lead the coverage of LGBT stories in African media.  

Images 
Images used to accompany stories also tell part of the story, with a majority of photos used to 
illustrate stories about LGBT issues depicting heterosexual lawmakers or government 
representatives.  
 

Photo category Number of images 

Lawmakers or government representatives 10 

Trans people 5 

Gay men 4 

Civil society staff 2 

Celebrities 2 

Images without people 2 

Heterosexual people 2 

Gay women 1 

Total 28 

 
This article from South Africa’s 

Sunday Independent is without a 
byline or a single source.  
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The table above shows that LGBT people feature in fewer than half of the stories about them, 
with photos of trans people dominating, followed by gay men. A photo of a gay woman appeared 
with only one story, highlighting a gender imbalance in LGBT coverage that is also a feature of 
all media stories, as documented in the GMPS.  
 
Portrayal 
 
How is the issue covered?  
This survey often found representations illustrating LGBT people being distilled to the sex act that 
accompanies their orientation. As noted in GLAAD’s terminology guide, “Talking about a person’s 
‘homosexuality’ can, in some cases, reduce the life of that person to purely sexual terms.” It 
recommends journalists instead talk about “being gay.” Additionally, anti-gay activists employ the 
term “sexual preference” to suggest that being gay is a choice, while GLAAD notes “the term ‘gay 
lifestyle’ is used to stigmatise gay people and suggest that their lives should be viewed only 
through a sexual lens. Just as one would not talk about a ‘straight lifestyle,’ don’t talk about a 
‘gay lifestyle.’”4  
 
The stories analysed present several examples of a problematic blurring of the lines between sex 
and sexuality: stories in which homosexual sex is presented as unnatural or unclean, and gay 
men and women do not deserve human rights because of the type of sex they engage in. In one 
Article from Kenya’s Saturday Nation, “US leader defends Kenyan trip, disagrees with Ruto over 
gay rights,” the journalists include a quote from Kenyan Vice President William Ruto in which he 
says “the US has allowed homosexuality and other dirty things.” This is an example of the type 
of homophobia commonly tolerated at the highest decision-making levels in Africa, which is 
perpetuated by a media that fails to provide context, dissenting views, and, most importantly, 
the voices of LGBT people. While the above story 
presented the view of US President Barack Obama, 
noting that he disagrees with Ruto, it had no LGBT 
sources.  

Similarly, in the story “Malawi urged to amend 
homophobic provisions in marriage law,” from the Nyasa 
Times, the unnamed reporter includes a quote from 
Malawi’s health minister, Jean Kalilani, which reduces 
gay people to homosexual sex. “There will be no change 
in laws on homosexuality,” states Kalilani. “It is still a 
crime to anyone engaging in the practice.” In this story, 
the journalist includes a dissenting view from an activist 
who notes that anti-gay laws impede Malawi’s HIV-
prevention work because “it is difficult to offer HIV and 
AIDS services to homosexuals when there are sodomy 
laws on the other hand.” While the use of “homosexuals” 
is not ideal, the addition of this quote acknowledges a link between gay people and gay sex in a 
way that does not treat homosexual sex as dirty or wrong.  

This nuance is absent from a story in Zimbabwe’s Chronicle titled “Suspected gays acquitted of 
public indecency,” which presents a typical example of the salacious side of reporting on LGBT 

                                                           
4 http://www.glaad.org/sites/default/files/allys-guide-to-terminology_1.pdf 

 
A story in South Africa’s The Star 
newspaper about a controversial 
Iranian cleric’s views on sex received 
top placement on page 3.  
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issues. In an effort to sell papers (and in the case of TV and radio, boost ratings), writers and 
editors too often resort to going after this type of story, which opens “Two Bulawayo men who 
were allegedly caught pants down while masturbating inside their parked car at a secluded place 
earlier this year have been acquitted.”  
 
Another example of editors choosing sensational over educational comes from South Africa’s The 
Star and a story titled “Iranian cleric gives his slant on how gay kids are made.” Unlike the 
abovementioned “briefs” from South African media that run no more than three paragraphs, the 
Star’s team chose to give a substantial amount of space – and placement as the top story on 
page 3 – to a piece about a “celebrity preacher” from Iran who believes that “thinking about 
another woman while having sex with your wife will make your children gay.” As with the other 
shorter pieces (and despite its length) this story, which also presents offensive sexist comments, 
has only one source – the preacher – and does not present the views of LGBT people. Reference 
group participants also noted that the story is covered from a patriarchal perspective, with no 
views of women or members of the LGBT community.  
 
Are there biases?  
Many stories had a blatant or subtle heterosexual bias. An example from Zimbabwe illustrates the 
latter, presenting a hierarchy of sexual abuse within one article by giving top placement to 
allegations linked to two men ahead of a story about the alleged sexual abuse of a female minor.  
 
The article from The Herald, titled “Gay teacher fondles students [sic] privates” by Fungai Jachi 
opens with the titular alleged abuse of a 23-year-old male student at the hands of his 46-year-
old male teacher. Yet buried eight paragraphs into the article, Jachi introduces another case 
before the Zimbabwean court involving the alleged abuse of a 14-year-old girl by a church mate. 
In both cases the judge remanded the alleged abusers to another date, releasing both on $100 
bail. But the writer’s bias is clear: she has decided that alleged abuse of an adult male by another 
adult male is more egregious than the alleged sexual assault of a girl child. The journalist also 
failed to interview either of the accused, which means the reader does not get presented a 
balanced story that incorporates the voices of the “gay” people within it.  
 
In another story from the Mail and Guardian, “Gay poll: Irish could go either way,” the outlet 
seemed to present a bias toward sources opposed to same-sex marriage. The only image 
accompanying the story is from an anti-gay protest, showing a photo of people holding a sign 
reading “homosexuality is sin.”  
 
Is the issue contextualised?  
Only three articles of 36 (8%) included any context about the situation of LGBT people in Africa 
(or, particularly, in the country of publication). This absence of analysis or background is 
especially worrisome given the complicated relationship of these stories in relation to colonial 
history, religion, politics and social issues such as HIV and AIDS. Much of this can be attributed 
to a lack of LGBT people as sources. However, it is also a journalist’s job to provide background 
and context – as the columnist “Mac on Friday” from Zambia’s New Vision does, without LGBT 
sources, in his column of 3 April 2015 “Homos are also God’s children.”   
 
Notwithstanding the fact the writer uses problematic language as exemplified by the above 
headline and use of the word “homosexuals” instead of gay people, he succinctly and fairly 
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presents historical information and context that helps guide his readers, essentially placing 
relevant current events within a frame of reference.  
 
“As for homosexuality being un-African,” he writes, “some Africans seem to be unaware that 
homosexuality existed in pre-colonial Africa and was not introduced by European colonialists, 
Islamic slave traders or any other foreign presence – past or current.”  
 
He continues: “In Africa, much of the homophobia is being fuelled by large infusions of money 
from anti-homosexuality groups in the US, funnelled to religious leaders who they trust to spread 
their campaign of hate.”  
 
And in an example that, while stating the obvious, gives voice to a reality that is often ignored in 
other media representations of LGBT people, he writes: “Homosexuals face the same challenges, 
disappointments, relationship problems and triumphs that heterosexuals do. They experience 
unemployment, overdue bills, death, domestic abuse, homelessness, illness, rent/mortgage 
payments, substance abuse, and have to pay taxes – same as heterosexuals. Some people 
express disgust at the sexual practices of homosexuals, yet indulge in the very same sexual 
practices.”   
 
While the writer expresses the above points within an opinion piece, there is nothing stopping 
other media practitioners from incorporating these facts into other forms of media about LGBT 
people. Indeed, most of the stories analysed would have been much improved if they’d included 
some of this pertinent context. Other than in two other stories – a first-person piece from South 
Africa’s Mail and Guardian titled “I am genderqueer – comfortable with my identity at last” and a 
story from Mmegi in Botswana headlined “Winter of hope beckons for LGBTIs” – they did not.   
 
Writing from a human rights perspective?  
Many stories about human rights issues did not report from a human rights perspective. Perhaps 
the most glaring example of this occurred in several stories from Kenya about the visit of US 
President Barack Obama to that country and his push for human rights for LGBT people. Even 
though discrimination of that community presents a human rights violation – and Obama called 
for an end to these types of abuses – the reporters neglected to report from a human rights 
perspective. Doing this might have been as simple as speaking with an LGBT activist from Kenya 
and presenting their struggle. Reporters failed to do this in all stories from Kenya.  
As noted above, just five out of 36 stories presented constructive, engaging and intelligent 
representations of LGBT people that include their voices. In most cases these stories take a 
human rights perspective, accessing a variety of sources, including a mixture of primary and 
secondary sources, and use simple, accessible language that takes into account context, history 
and research.  
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In its use of a first person account – or “I” Story – 
by Demelza Bush in the piece “I am genderqueer – 
comfortable with my identity at last,” the South 
African Mail and Guardian provides a touching 
personal account of Bush’s journey. “It has taken 
me 28 years to get ‘what’ I am now: I am 
genderqueer,” writes Bush. “I am queer. 
Genderqueer. Gender nonconformist. I don’t 
identify as male or female. Just me.” Bush’s story 
and the accompanying piece by Persomé Oliphant, 
“Gender does not always fit neatly into prescribed 
categories,” present an informative package that 
challenges stereotypes, unpacks tough issues and 
invites readers to learn something new. This is the 
type of intelligent, informative, and non-sensational 

reporting that illustrates the best of what journalism should be.  
Mompati Tlhankane takes this same informative, fair and balanced approach in his news article 
“Winter of hope beckons for LGBTIs” for the Botswana newspaper Mmegi. Unlike Bush’s first 
person account, Tlhankane’s piece is a standard inverted pyramid news story about providing 
better HIV and sexual and reproductive health programmes for the LGBTI community in 
Botswana. The writer proves that the rules of news still permit sensitive and explanatory reporting 
on this issue. Indeed, Tlhankane’s is the only article of the package analysed that includes more 
than one LGBT source. He also cites several medical research findings, interviews a health care 
provider and speaks to both men and women.  
 
Language use 
 
This research looked at the use of language: to enlighten and educate as well as to distort and 
discriminate. Using correct language is a fundamental in good journalism but it is especially 
important when reporting on the LGBT community due to an entrenched history of heterosexual 
bias. Unclear or inaccurate language has the potential to divide, mislead and discriminate. It is 
worth remembering that language is also constantly changing and evolving.  
 
The American Psychological Association states that problems occur when reporting LGBT people 
“when the language is too vague or the concepts are poorly defined.” It has guidelines to help 
reduce heterosexual bias, including referring to LGBT people in situations other than sexual 
relationships and avoiding inaccurate stereotypes.5  
 
GLAAD, the US-based LGBT media ally organisation, publishes the Ally’s Guide to Terminology, a 
great resource for journalists. It states that “the right words can help open people’s hearts and 
minds, while others can create distance or confusion.”6 Both of these latter outcomes also run 
counter to the goals of good journalism.  
 
Judgemental  

                                                           
5 http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/language.aspx 
6 http://www.glaad.org/sites/default/files/allys-guide-to-terminology_1.pdf 

 
The above personal account by Demelza 

Bush is an example of a constructive story 
that challenges readers to learn about what 

it means to be genderqueer.  



11 
 

There is a judgment implicit in referring to people in a derogatory way or in a way they would 
prefer not to be addressed. The stories analysed presented several examples of unclear, 
misleading and judgemental language. GLAAD’s guide notes that the term “gay” is an adjective, 
not a noun, and that the term “homosexual” should be avoided as it stigmatises people, reducing 
their lived experience to sexual terms. Similarly, gay men and women should be referred to as 
“gay people” rather than “the gays,” “gays,” or “homosexuals.”  
Several journalists employed the term “homosexual” or “homos” to describe gay people, as in an 
example from Kenya’s Daily Nation, titled “Help us address rights abuses, say groups.” This story, 
by Ouma Wanzala states: “They lamented that human rights defenders and members of the 
media focusing on the issues, including security force abuses, rights of homosexuals and 
corruption are facing increasing obstacles and harassment.”  
 
Stereotypical  
Other articles perpetuated stereotypical portrayals of LGBT people. In one egregious example 
from Lesotho, the writer, Rose Moremoholo, profiles a gay man named Motebang Rampai. The 
story, headlined “Fighting to be like anybody else,” reads in some ways like an attempt to 
challenge negative stereotypes about gay people. At times Moremoholo is sensitive with Rampai’s 
story, allowing his voice to appear throughout the story. However, the writer’s mistakes with 
language and heterosexual bias manage to perpetuate harmful stereotypes and present Rampai 
as strange and “other.”  

 
“Unlike a lot of feminine gays, who wear makeup, 
lipstick and woman [sic] clothes, Rampai keeps 
his male clothes but acts feminine,” writes 
Moremoholo. This example illustrates the author’s 
perpetuation of the stereotype that most gay men 
wear women’s clothes and makeup, conflating 
homosexuality and gender identity. Worse, she 
infers that Rampai’s personality is an “act” and 
that his “feminine” characteristics are not 
genuine.  

The layout of the story doesn’t help: a photo of 
Rampai is accompanied by a photo of Tiwonge 
Chimbalanga, a trans woman, and Steven 
Monjeza, a gay man, both from Malawi. The story 
doesn’t mention the Malawians, now well known 
internationally because lawmakers sentenced 
them to 14 years in prison under Malawi’s anti-

gay legislation. The story also features a pull quote that begins, “As much as I am girly . . . ,” 
once again reducing Rampai to a stereotype of the effeminate gay man.  

One source who is still trying to find answers and peace regarding his sexuality cannot speak on 
behalf of all gay people, which is what the reporter has attempted to do. His prejudices, fears 
and ignorance have been presented as universal truth, further perpetuating stigma and 
discrimination.  

Word choices also present heterosexual bias in more subtle ways, as in the example from Kenya’s 
The Standard: “Uhuru differs with Obama on treatment of LGBTs,” by Oscar Obonyo. “The 

 

 
The story from Lesotho, “Fighting to be like 
anybody else,” reduces Motebang Rampai to 

a gay stereotype.  
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delicate issue of gay and lesbian rights popped up yesterday during a press briefing at State 
House . . . ,” reads the beginning of Obonyo’s lead sentence. The word “delicate” muddies the 
waters, appearing to imply that the rights of LGBT people in Kenya remain debatable – a human 
right to be debated, not protected.  

Homophobic/transphobic  
If the use of correct language is uncommon in reporting about gay people, it is even rarer in 
stories about the trans community. Getting it right is the exception and almost never the rule, 
including in the examples that formed part of this analysis. In Africa and around the world, 
journalists have struggled to report sensitively, accurately and appropriately on the lived 
experiences of trans people. This is in spite of the existence of several online resources for 
reporters, including GLAAD’s media reference guide for transgender issues7 and a useful article 
in Poynter on “Nine ways journalists can do justice to transgender people’s stories.8 
 
Both include important advice on pronoun use, which is one of the most common mistakes 
journalists make when writing about trans people. “When journalists use a different pronoun than 
the one a transgender person uses, they tell the reader that the transgender person’s identity is 
fake,” writes Lauren Klinger in the Poynter article. “This is especially insidious when it happens in 
a crime story.” Klinger underscores this last point by noting the high number of trans people 
murdered each year.  

                                                           
7 http://www.glaad.org/reference/transgender 
8 http://www.poynter.org/how-tos/229120/nine-ways-journalists-can-do-justice-to-transgender-peoples-
stories/ 
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This study found representations of trans people in eight stories, running the gamut from a 
constructive, educational and informative first person piece in the Mail and Guardian of South 
Africa titled “I am genderqueer – comfortable with my 
identity at last,” to a sensational, negative, uninformed 
paragraph accompanying two photos of a trans woman 
in Kenya’s People Daily under the headline “Irungu 
relishes changing to ‘woman.’”  

The latter is an example of the most harmful type of 
reporting on trans or gender diverse people, 
sensationalising the life of a trans person in a “story” 
that provides no context, no insight and fails to include 
a single source. The writer, Mwingirwa Kithure, breaks 
numerous rules of reporting in his short piece, which 
states: “Probably gearing up for Obama’s grand 
homecoming and emboldened by the extensive 
coverage of Kim Kardashian’s father, Bruce Jenner, now 
Caitlyn Jenner, who changed gender, Kenya’s Jackson 
‘Jaffar’ Irungu has literally run away from his body and 
gender! ‘Sherungu’ as some call him on social media, 
posted series of photos announcing he’s been trapped 
in the wrong body and has been living a lie and now has 
seen the light and is henceforth a woman!”  

Kithure, whose lazy journalism doesn’t include an 
interview with the subject of his story, assumes Irungu 
has “run away from his gender.” Additionally, Kithure did 
not ask Irungu which pronoun Irungu uses, so it seems 
the journalist is likely using the wrong pronoun when 
referring to Irungu as a “he.” In fact, Irungu may now also prefer to go by the name of “Sherungu” 
and abandon the surname Irungu altogether. The reader won’t know, because the author has 
used this trans person’s photos in order to create sensational coverage rather than to provide his 
readers insight into the life of a trans person. This lack of journalistic rigour misses an important 
opportunity to educate readers.  
 
As noted in the GLAAD guidelines, journalists should “always use a transgender person’s chosen 
name” and “whenever possible, ask a transgender person which pronoun they would like you to 
use.”  
 
An article from South Africa’s Mail and Guardian also uses the wrong pronoun when referring to 
the Irish drag queen Panti Bliss, who is interviewed in the piece. While Bliss is a drag queen and 
not a trans woman, Bliss (like many drag queens) uses the pronoun “she.” However, Henry 
McDonald, the writer of the article “Gay poll: Irish could go either way” continuously refers to 
Bliss as “he.” On a positive note, McDonald speaks to several sources, including Bliss, for the 
story, which in most other ways presents a constructive example of reporting on the LGBT 
community.  
 
A constructive story from the Mail and Guardian, headlined “Where are the real LGBTI roles?” 
provides opinion and analysis that, while devoid of sources, avoids gender stereotypes and 

 
This story about a trans woman in 
Kenya is sensational and harmful, 

reinforcing negative stereotypes 
about trans people. 
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presents context, research and insight. “For trans people, the situation is even worse,” writes 
Owen Jones in reference to trans representations in popular culture. “Attitudes towards trans 
people are stuck roughly where they were for gay men back in the 1980s: a toxic rhetoric of 
disgust abounds, with a frightening prejudice that trans people are sexual predators who will 
somehow trick the unassuming into having sex with them.”  
 
Conclusion  

Botswana journalist Mompati Tlhankane ends his abovementioned article with the words “A fresh 
start could be just what the doctor ordered for the country’s LGBTI community.” This sentiment 
could also be applied to how the media treats LGBT people in Africa: a fresh start is also in order. 
While examples exist of insightful, balanced media stories about LGBT people in Africa, they 
remain few and far between. 
 
This snapshot of 36 print media articles provided some insight into the existing challenges and 
underscored the criticism that Africa media, if not actively conspiring to target LGBT people, is 
guilty of misrepresenting them or ignoring them altogether. The past few years have seen an 
increase in LGBT activism across the continent as governments have cracked down on these 
communities, and as LGBT people around the world have gained rights such as the right to marry 
and adopt children.  
 
For the most part, media has not kept pace, instead neglecting this important and emerging social 
issue or relegating it to coverage that pokes fun and attacks. This type of negative reporting 
appeared in this analysis, alongside even more examples of bland reporting on LGBT people that 
lacked journalistic rigour and added nothing to the conversation, providing no context, 
background, insight, perspective or research.  
 
Part of the media’s role involves representing the diverse voices of society and educating the 
public about challenges faced by average citizens. In terms of the LGBT community in Africa and 
its representation in media, this has not yet been occurring in any meaningful way. This research 
highlights the need for greater education on this issue. There is a need to bring together members 
of the media with members of the LGBT community in a way that protects the privacy and rights 
of the latter, especially given that 38 African countries continue to in some way criminalise 
homosexuality. Indeed, this statistic is perhaps most motivating for a dynamic new dialogue on 
this topic. A fresh start is just what the doctor ordered.  
 
Next steps 

 Encourage media practitioners to be proactive and find stories that portray diversity.  
 Mainstream LGBT training materials into existing media gender training in order to build 

the capacity of journalists to understand the socio-cultural influences shaping LGBT lives 
and depict their realities with accuracy, balance and integrity. 

 Increase trainings for reporters and editors on issues of human rights, sexual orientation 
and gender diversity, confidentiality, and respect. 

 Expand the network of LGBT activists and journalists across East, West and Southern 
Africa and encourage them to monitor media and respond publicly to stereotypical and 
harmful representations of the LGBT community.   

 Encourage LGBT Africans, LGBT-led organisations and allies to use social media platforms 
to engage with others on issues affecting the LGBT community.  
 


