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Editor’s note 

Conversations beyond the silos 
 

These essays, profiles, and interviews in which I ramble chasing after the mundane, form 

part of the everyday parts of our lives: how we perceive friendships; encounter space, and 

survive South Africa. They are about everything and nothing. You will meet RHEA BLEK, an 

artist based in Durban. She and I talk music, her upbringing, upcoming projects, and musical 

legends. Naledi Mbaba writes about her coming of age. I meditate on brotherhood and talk 

ubujita with Kabelo Thwala. 

 

Zamokuhle Mpumelelo Zulu talks home, and the everyday experiences of being. While 

Bakang and I chat about the unbounded nature of our being as people, queerness.   

 

My name is mpho, I am a writer based in Johannesburg. I founded Changing The Lens-SA 

(CTL-SA): a transdisciplinary hub for social justice & development. The work we do includes 

raising visibility in and around bisexuality in South Africa, seeking to advance forms of 

solidarity and archiving. This we do through content production, policy development, and 

public dialogues. You can follow CTL-SA here. I hope you enjoy this small contribution 

towards this year’s #bisexualvisibilitymonth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/ChangingLense
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Rambling: about nothing, and everything 

Between two worlds: Conversation with Zamokuhle Mpumelelo 
Words by mpho ndaba  

 
Photo credit: Phuthehi Masilo 
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To try and excavate more narratives from Black bisexual men, encounters beyond the silos, 

are important. The problem around limited and poorly constructed narratives does not so 

much lie with queer people themselves. To make sense of it, one has to first acknowledge 

antiqueerness and begin wondering as to how does heteronormativity gets maintained: the 

role of law, language, culture, and society. In a series of conversations, which culminated in 

this piece of writing, Zamokuhle Mpumelelo Zulu lays bare how biphobia finds expression in 

the everyday lives of men like him, us.  

 

Zamokuhle Mpumelelo after reading an article I wrote in 2018, probing the idea of home 

within the LGBTQ+ community, and the dangers of biphobi,  reached out to me via 

Instagram and expressed how it resonated with him. And so began our journey beyond 

Instagram.  

 

“It was the first time where I felt like someone gets me to some extent. I always thought it 

was a me thing. But when you actually find out that there are other people who think and 

feel the same way, it feels normal. That someone understands you,” Zamokuhle Mpumelelo 

says. 

 

 

Living, between two worlds 

There is power in self-told narratives. And through encounters such as this, people like him 

are not only able to speak with authority, there is also a room for the emergence of more 

than one narrative, potentially providing us with a sense that there is more to who we are 

outside the fact that how we come across one another is often through narratives of 

trauma.  

Zamokuhle Mpumelelo shares more about being bisexual: “At a young age we are unable to 

put in words who we are and what that means.” He asserts he knew that he appreciated 

boys and girls, but because same-sex relations were shunned upon at the time – a 

reaffirmation that constitutionally protected rights do not translate into social acceptance 

as is the case today – he found ways to cater for his queer desires. “I created two worlds to 

cater for both” he says. 

 

The evidence of how he did this, is contained in his two names. He shares how the name 

Zamokuhle was primarily reserved for a world that gave him a glimpse of what’s possible. 

That it was in neighboring towns where he encountered other queer people. Something he 

did to avoid the risk of people finding out about his sexuality. 

 

 

At home and school, he commonly was referred to as uMpumelelo. The known and “normal 

self” was uMpumelelo, while Zamokuhle was this unwanted self. Not that the person was 

unwanted by him, instead, a society that advances cis heterosexuality and hard 
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masculinities demanded one version of him. Even go as far as acting as a community if one 

does not go out of line with what is required. As part of the reconciliation of these identities 

says he had to move out of town. 

 

“There is a lot of duality in my life,” he says. “Living between two worlds but these two 

worlds meet, and they need each other,” Zamokuhle Mpumelelo explains. The nature of 

society, for the duality he refers to, opposes this understanding. The act of moving to places 

that were on the outskirts was an attempt to bring them together. 

 

 
Photo credit: Phuthehi Masilo 

 

Meeting in Person 

When we later met for the first time in person, at the University of Cape Town where he is 

in his third year of studies, reading philosophy and psychology, he notes the following: “This 

is like unicorns, you know when people say unicorns are real. It is more like that kind of 

experience.” 

That because of the erasure of bisexuality, one is made to feel as though the idea that they 

are and, can be bisexual is a myth. According to him, “the only time it exists is when it is on 

tv, once in a while and then it never happens again.”  

 

Finding each other 

To utter the words: “I deserve to be seen, in all the uncontainable forms in which I exist,” is 

to desire that for us, beyond the violence which we often bond around – as is the case with 
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these series of conversations we have gone on to have. Our lives are rich and textured, 

beyond the lens of violence. And part of being able to explore that richness is in the act of 

finding one another. On finding each other, Zamokuhle Mpumelelo makes a point, that 

“having a sense of community affects you emotionally.”  That, “in the same way when a 

child cries, they cry to their mother knowing they are going to be empathetic. She has that 

feeling that this is my child. But when you are going through something alone, it makes it 

even harder because it just emphasizes the aloneness.” 

He says, “having a sense of community is almost like a debrief. You find other people who 

have gone through similar things.”  

  

What he says – as a result of lack of this access, people, and limited narratives in the media 

– requires that we think of how heterosexuality is normalized at different levels.  When we 

talk home, Emalahleni, where he has returned to following the closure of the university – as 

a result of the COVID-19 induced national lockdown – what he says signals to how 

antiqueerness effects queer folks but also how pervasive it is.  

 

“Home as in the house, it is a safe space. I am allowed to be myself and navigate being 

myself because as a person I am constantly changing. But in the context of being in Witbank 

as a whole, it is restricting. There is an unspoken rule, that this is how you are supposed to 

live and if you do not follow the rule, you get weird looks and gestures as a punishment,” 

Zamokuhle Mpumelelo shares.  

 

There is also no recourse or a way in which he can register his discontent as it relates to how 

queerness is treated in the everyday social relations: “Someone I know went to report their 

partner at the police station, and after saying ‘my boyfriend beat me,’ the police officer 

called another officer, and they were like hayibo,ujola nomfana.”  

“It is really hard to speak out, I am thinking that if I were to speak out, where would I go?  I 

do not think there is space for that here. Apparently, this also happens at hospitals as well,” 

he says. 

 

Cape Town and queerness 

These encounters are not unique to Emalahleni. The idea that the township might be worse, 

is potentially limited given that anti-queerness manifests in several ways, across geographic 

locations of South Africa as a society. “Even going to Cape Town, I found that I felt excluded 

in queer-friendly spaces,” he says. When we consider the fact that he is a student at an 

institution that might have values it espouses, relating to how marginalized groups ought to 

be treated, failure to which it might be possible to have recourse – lay a complaint with a 

specific office within the university –  there might be a sense of protection within the 

university space.  
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However, it is limited because it does not often extend to how everyday social relations play 

out, beyond the confines of the university. “For example, I had a girlfriend not too long ago, 

and some of my friends were not straight and we went to a gay club. I got weird looks. I also 

went to a queer party, where people were questioning my queerness, based on the fact that 

I am straight passing. I was telling them, ‘I am part of your group’ they were like no, you are 

not.” 

What is also clear is that these experience does not only relate to the city as a location, they 

demand context to be taken into account: where did the violation take place and what does 

it say about the people who are exerting it? In his case, the experiences also highlight how 

the queer community views bisexuality in men.  

 

Unbounded sexuality 

The assumption that people lie about their sexuality as an attempt to benefit from what 

proximity to heterosexuality affords, according to Zamokuhle Mpumelelo, shows how 

people think sexuality is static.   

“If you do not have these boxes where you put people, you would realize that yes they were 

bisexual at a time but now they are not. People are ever-changing and ever-growing, that at 

the time, that is what made them comfortable, or that they grew and realized that they 

wanted to identify as something else and that is fine,” he says.    

When not talking about what it means to be bisexual, Zamokuhle Mpumelelo reads and 

writes. He also spends time with himself, friends, and family. At the end of one of our last 

call, he shared how he appreciates Ocean Vuong’s impeccable ability to weave words 

together, delivering poetry speaks to us. 
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Between two and multiple worlds: a conversation with Bakang 

Words by mpho ndaba  

 

 
Photo credit: Mangaliso Ndabeni  

 

Bakang Mputle, whose textured life at different levels operate as a museum filled with 

narratives of self-loathing, shares experiences with which he highlights just how debilitating 

biphobia is. How it leads one to live a life defined by a veil of secrecy. Mputle having lived 

between two and multiple worlds, perpetually coasting between what is possible and death, 

emphasizes that death is not always immediate nor explosive. That with anti-queerness 

comes slow death: long-sustained suffocation of the self. That biphobia stunts, making what 

might seem ordinary–the exploration of love; desire, and; the fullness of being human–only 

possible later in life, if you are lucky.  

 

Mputle and I meet at the East campus of the University of the Witwatersrand (WITS). And as 

expected with the changing weather conditions, the heat is unrelenting.  

We make our way to a hidden seating area–covered by thick tree branches and facing the 

west of Johannesburg–located just on the right side of the Institute of International Affairs 

(SAIIA), the first thing that captures my attention about the twenty-three-years-old 

Hammanskraal born student is how he is dressed.   

 

Doing his master’s degree in education, Mputle is wearing all black. And carries with him a 

tote bag. Intrigued by this, I inquire, to which he responds: “the reason why I choose to 
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wear black is that I am mourning things that were taken away from me, things that I never 

had a chance to experience, see or touch.”  

We go on to talk about a range of issues: dating experiences; the complexity of human 

attraction; bisexuality; and social life in general. And had we stayed there; the richness of 

the conversation could have sustained us until the next day.  

 

 
Photo credit: Mangaliso Ndabeni  
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Returning to High school 

From how he speaks about these experiences, it is clear that the school environment played 

a significant role in his teenage life. I started by asking how he identifies because after all, 

people do belong to themselves. And this is despite the violence that often defines queer 

lives. “Before I identified as bisexual, I thought I was gay. In fact, I was a bit confused. I did 

not know what was going on," he shares. 

 

“I tried dating girls. It sort of worked out. And did not really work out because I was also 

interested in boys as well,” he says.  

 

“You know in our communities, its either you are gay or straight. So when you identify as bi, 

people don’t really think there are bisexual people.” 

“I think wanted to fit in and do what was the norm, although I sort of knew I was bisexual,” 

he says.  

 

His experiences defy widely purported understanding of human attraction  

In response to the myth that to be bisexual, one has to equally have the same level of 

attraction to men or more genders, he shares how the assumption is wrong. “I’d draw from 

my experiences, I am more attracted to men than women. And it is very complex and differs 

from person to person.” That very myth deeply affected him because he at some point took 

it to be true. “I tried spending more time with girls, trying to reach that balance.”  

 

When he opened up to his very close friend a year ago, she was understanding: “Unlike 

other people, she did not say to me ‘but you have been gay all along, so there is no way that 

you can be bisexual.’ she encouraged me to explore it.”  

Not everyone was as supportive. Instead, there was a conflation of sexual orientation, 

sexual identity, and self-expression where people – strangers and friends – would use how 

he self-expresses to render him incapable of being bisexual. 

 

 “When I told my other friends, they did not want to take whatever I was saying,” he says. 

“Most of my gay friends struggle with that, they still think I am gay most of them. Because I 

mostly dated men before I started exploring relations with women.” 

 

“Some said but we do see beautiful women, but that does not mean that we want to act on 

it. Maybe that is the case with you, that you confuse that with attraction. Some of them told 

me that, although I knew it wasn’t that. I was attracted to them,” he says. 

 

As to why he found the courage to want to explore the desire for women at this stage in his 

life, Mputle notes: “my interest in women was now starting to develop more. That’s when I 

started thinking about it almost every day. And also, the other women were interested but I 

kept pushing them away. I was uncomfortable.” 
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When it comes to dating, Mputle continues to be treated suspiciously, that because he is 

and was assumed to be gay, he is then seen to be merely wanting to use women as a way to 

explore curiosity. “For me, it is a bit difficult because a lot of girls knew me as gay, others 

are not comfortable with dating someone who was previously known to be gay,” he says.  

 

“Being rejected because of the idea that maybe I just want to explore. And go back to dating 

men. Because I know a lot of people, some friends, unaware and would say these things. 

That they would not date a bisexual man because they do not want to compete or are afraid 

of being left.” 

All of these contributed to his decision to delay exploring relations with women: “To make 

my life easier, I avoid having to deal with women who are uncomfortable with bisexual 

men,’ he says. 

 

At the end of this conversation, I leave with the sense that Mputle is deliberate. This very 

feeling, not only based on the clarity with which he speaks, is affirmed when he says this: “I 

did not want to try and act more masculine, I just wanted to be myself, I knew that I would 

find a girl or a boy who would appreciate me, regardless of how I perform and express 

myself.” 
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Majita, a conversation with Kabelo 
Words by mpho ndaba 

 

 
Photo provided 
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Part of inviting people into your life as a bisexual person–in a society that requires of us to 

gravitate towards performing straightness as something that can ensure our safety–is 

having to deal with social relations that have potentially changed. And although this is not 

an experience unique to bisexual men, assumed heterosexuality, even it comes to 

friendships with other men, has potentially unique nuances.  

 

In a conversation with Kabelo Thwala, the twenty-seven-year-old Thembisa-born software 

developer, opens up about friendship, brotherhood, and accountability:  

I kept the same cycle of friends for a long time, and given that there are a few schools 

around here, people know one another. And even throughout my whole journey, growing 

up and all, I still kept the same friends.  

 

And although there was at some point, a confusion but I think as time went, everyone fell 

into place and they became active in becoming my friends. And saying ‘fuck everybody else, 

we love you.’ They have allowed me to grow as a person. It has been amazing to watch. And 

I wish that for everyone.  

 

What does brotherhood mean to you? 

Mina what it means is ubujita, I have a friend of mine who often says he is a scholar of 

ubujita university. That kumele siphathane grand. And not allowing for an example, when it 

is time to talk about certain sensitive topics, we should able to khuzana. Hold each other 

accountable. I think that is what it means to phathana grand. To listen to each other, that is 

what brotherhood means to me. 

 

Do your friends advocate on your behalf? 

Most times I don’t even need to speak. And because we interact outside the friendship cycle 

itself, if it is the case that I am not even there, they will say, ‘no if you are not going to 

retract or apologise, we will exclude and remove you from our interactions.’  

 

My friends, even after inviting them unto my life, have never stopped showing affection. one 

of my friend’s mothers taught us that as abafana, we need to love each other. That affection 

is not a problem. That, although it has been shunned upon,  it is bad that we cannot share 

our emotions and even cry and be vulnerable around each other as thina ama-gents. I wish 

this could be carried out in other friendships, that people can show each other love and 

respect. be in each other’s spaces. and hold each other accountable. 

 

Have things always been this way?   

Not really, I also have had to do the work. It was harder initially, not that I did not know who 

my friends were but also not knowing how people will react means but becoming more 

comfortable with myself helped a lot.  
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According to the World Bank, 1 in 3 women would in their lifetime, experience Gender Based 

Violence (GBV). This experience is no different in the case of South Africa, it is also far worse 

in this country. Every day, news media reports on women and girls being killed. By strangers; 

men with whom they are in relationships with and; those who are in community with them. 

Here we are not only talking cisgender women but those who are lesbian, gay men, and 

transgender people. Thwala shares how in his friendship with cis men, the notion of 

accountability has played out:  

 

Not letting things fly is important. You address the issue immediately and we get into the 

conversation, demonstrating why the behaviour is wrong. You have an active conversation, 

“that into eso is not right because xyz.” There was a time, for an example, where we had to 

cut off an acquittance of mine. We were drinking ko kasi, and heard that he was beating his 

girlfriend. We told him that “wena ushaya abafazi,” and it is wrong. We ended up deciding 

to hold him accountable, that we will not be friends with someone who is an abuser.  

 

How hard was it to undo hard masculinities 

I think it was a hard change. I was masculine-presenting 90% of the time. And you know I 

have my times where I am femme. And I do not even think about it, I am just being myself 

yet when I think about it, it is like,“Hey this is not how I would have carried myself years 

ago.” The comfort to be in spaces I used to occupy even before inviting people into my life, 

as a bisexual man, has been great.   

 

How much work have you had to put in to create a safe space for yourself?  

I must say that I do not have the same groups of friends, so depending on how close we are, 

that will inform the amount of work. There are, however, people who took a bit of time to 

come around. And this is where I had to put most work. Also, not everyone would react the 

same.  

 

What do you like doing in your spare time? 

Hosting, over wine, and conversations. I also like going out, which has been hard over the 

past 5 months: COVID restrictions. 

 

Favourite colour? 

I do not have a favourite colour, but most of my clothes are blue, brown, grey and black. 

 

What are you into?  

By profession, I am a software developer. I started hating it at some point in my life. 

However, I have since returned to it and now do front end development. This has opened me 

up to design, and because there are architectural elements, I enjoy design. 
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Essays 

On brotherhood  
Words by mpho ndaba 

 

It is 3 am. I have my legs held tight too close to my chest as if I need to be contained. This I 

do with my back leaning against the wall. The white paint on the wall is beginning to wear 

off. My face, besides moving around now and again, remains consistent in its confrontation 

with the door. It is consumed by feelings I cannot explain. The confrontation yields nothing, 

for the door despite what it sees, does not question. I have in my 4th floor located room in 

Wynberg, a largely white interior. Except for the empty wine bottle I see on the table across 

the other side of the room, appearing to be oddly out of place. I also notice the traces of red 

wine on my bedsheets. “I am always careful,” I say to myself. I then take this as a signal to 

the fact that what has become a daily routine – the act of drowning myself in alcohol – 

could be getting out of hand. 

 

I am up thinking about the audacity of men, friendship, and what I have come to know as 

brotherhood. Between the silence in my room and thoughts that run wild in my head, I am 

not sure whether my shock can be attributed to the fact that I am, once again, up in the 

early hours of the morning. Or to the fact that Sbusiso, despite many years of not speaking 

and now being separated by almost 14000 kilometres, like other things tainted in this room, 

considers me to be a sinner who needs prayer. He ended the skype call with the words: “I 

pray for you,” he hopes I find light and cease to sleep with men.  

 

Despite everything, I am certain about one thing, that all the other times I have been up, 

silence has never been what can be used to describe those moments. I usually can hear cars 

passing by in the main road, together with rowdy students who drag their feet, walking too 

close to my door in search of their rooms after a heavy night of drinking. 

 

The call was in the preceding three hours. I slept. I am not sorry that it found me mourning 

the loss of a boy I believed to be the love of my life. I was triggered by Yebba’s my mind, and 

from there began gulping loads of merlot. These I did, even though I am the one who had 

left him. The only shame I feel has to do with the mistake of hoping. I feel as though I put 

myself through vile which in the past five years, I worked hard to undo. I have moved away 

from this kind of brotherhood that demands I remain behind the veil. I am tired. I have been 

tired, for some time. Brotherhood to me, starting from the age of twelve, is something that 

demanded that I strip myself off my difference. This was a requirement for its existence. 

I began knowing brotherhood as something that only became possible when I, like other 

Black queer boys, never experienced the joys of discovering teenage love, one that existed 

beyond and outside the confines of straightness. I am tired. 
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The very kind of brotherhood that only became possible as long as I kept that shit away 

from David, from Sam, and other Black boys I grew up with. It found expression in the form 

of my emotional labour, channelled towards maintaining fragile friendships. These are the 

very friendships whose existence, for those – at school teachers, church, and home – served 

as evidence that I was after all like other boys. These enforcers of heteronormativity were 

temporarily kept at bay.  

 

The perpetual acts of scrambling to patch what could bring the entire thing down were 

done out of fear. It was an attempt to keep intact the safety that came with normal boys. 

Therefore, young as I was, I learnt the hard way what it meant to always be on the edge of 

the seat, afraid of being left.  

  

Brotherhood was an unending site of violence. Its continuity was ensured in the times when 

the tests were consistently performed: the violent language used under the assumption that 

we were on the same page. That we were cut from the same cloth, with women and girls 

being objects around which we bonded. In my adult life, I have often had similar 

encounters, how when I enter public transport, the universal practice is that we are men 

who violate. Whether this is done directly or not, the point remains, that the ice breaker 

during these times would be to undo women and those deemed to be less than. 

 

It is a badge of honor. It demanded that I coat myself in hard masculine traits. That hips that 

swing too fast, too wide, and noticeable, are unwanted. They, and high pitched voices, and 

hands who in their movement are too unruly, are signs of the undesired. 

 

This brotherhood evolved, mutating into a site of self-affirmation for Black boys who had 

been at the center of its maintenance. I, safe because of my non-threatening appearance, 

coupled with bisexual, became a river from which they with their newfound truth, cleansed 

off their queerphobic violence. The kind of violence that is fast enough to kill you. And 

equally slow enough to see you lose your life.  

 

For at the end, all you would have been left with is a collection of acts which when strung 

together, show how each moment of your life, preceded by sighing, was you tucking in the 

unwanted parts: deepening your voice; learning how to speak again; moulding yourself into 

the palatable.  

 

This violence, for a very long time, saw me only existing online – twitter – places where I 

met lovers who never stayed. These are people who were relegated into the unseen. Men 

who when the sun rises, would become strangers with whom our interaction in the public, 

was mediated by quick eye contact. We lived secret lives, uncovered.  
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By the time I was a young adult, I had learnt how to cultivate this kind of brotherhood. This 

is how I ended up telling Sbusiso that I was struggling with my sexuality – although I had 

always known my entire life, that I am unbounded and infinite in my appreciation and 

exploration for human sexuality and pleasure. Once I gained the strength to be free, I 

shared with him that a man I had introduced as a friend had been, all along, a lover in 

whose embrace I was homed. 
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The perks of being a nothing: My boring coming of age 
Words by Naledi Mbaba 

 

Arriving into one’s sexuality was a component of many of the teen-targeted movies I enjoyed 

as a child. When watching these films though, I always felt at an arm’s length to many of the 

ideas and tropes used in their telling of these stories. I noticed how central sexual exploration 

and relationships were, leading me to start making these considerations in my own life. As a 

black girl child, however, I was aware that a lot of uninvited sexual attention was to define 

my journey, making the stories of these characters I followed that much more compelling. 

This is when I began modelling my future romantic and sexual aspirations for adulthood as 

guided by these white American women whose lives were nothing like mine.   

 

There was no way I could live out my Sisterhood of the Travelling Fault in Our Mean 

Girls ambitions in full completion. I knew this. I lived in South Africa, I am black, and what is 

considered a late bloomer. Stories like that were not made to represent people like me, yet I 

found myself aspiring to the romantic and sexual adventures I would see in these movies. I 

wanted so desperately to bump into a tall white man who would try to get my number after 

helping me pick up the pile of paper/books he accidentally knocked out of my hands. I 

remember daydreaming about this scenario, replaying it in my world of dreams over and over 

again as though that would make it more attainable. As you can tell, I was clearly delusional, 

but this is where I come from.  

 

In my recent reflections on this era of my life, I see now how the heterosexual regime 

groomed me into this way of thinking. I see how it encouraged me to lean into these delusions 

that were carefully curated to appeal to my desire to be seen. It had a curriculum that I closely 

followed, creating expectations that I was either too poor, too black, or too ‘ugly’ to meet. 

Organizing itself along gendered lines, in support of the false claim that experiences of 

sexuality are inherently similar. This is why it was not until I watched the unfolding of my own 

coming of age, that I became aware of the incongruity between my expectations, and my 

reality. This experience is not exceptional, as the norms and practices that define and 

constitute the heterosexual institution serve interests that rarely ever centre poor, black, 

disabled, trans, and queer people.  

 

The need to divest from this institution became more apparent as I was coming into my 

twenties. I quickly grew extremely weary of anything that sought to standardize any aspect 

of my personal life, including my romantic and sexual activities. Thus upon my divestment, I 

was confronted with the task of now naming where I found myself. And for a long time, I felt 

no sense of urgency in tending to this. I was too busy reconfiguring myself and lifting myself 

from practices and ideas that were indicative of the deeply heterosexual context I was leaving 

behind. To a certain extent, this is where I still am, and I am in no rush to learn more and more 

about who I am .. sexually and romantically. As my life progresses, and as I meet more people 
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and get older, the more complex things become. Like life, I find my desires romantically and 

sexually to be in constant state motion. Never finding a moment’s rest, and fluctuating based 

on arbitrary factors like weather, geography, and mood. And I hope that in the turbulence 

that is my journey of sexuality, I can offer a prism with which to reconsider what we believe 

to be unquestionably true, about sexuality .. yours, mine and ours.  

 

Sexuality: English, she is not my mother.  

 

I have always been suspicious of popular queer nomenclature - from the never-ending 

acronyms to the idea of a closet. Yes, part of this was my own pretentiousness and contrarian 

spirit, but it was also reflective of my discomfort with English.  

 

The academic space was a linguistic culture shock, and adjusting to university life came with 

challenges. In addition, my tenure in student organizing demanded that I remain on top of 

the latest revolutionary neologisms. I found this tiring. Tiring in that I was suspicious of the 

growing English vocabulary taking up space in my brain, and in this further compromising an 

already fragile relationship that I have with the languages of my foremothers. But, at that 

moment I felt that participating in this new language of struggle was the best way to pledge 

solidarity with the causes I resonated with. Unaware, this nursed a sentiment in my mind that 

tried to convince me that our own languages were incapable of capturing the weight of the 

ideas being conveyed by these new words.  As a product of the former model c schooling 

system, and someone confident in their command of English for years now, I was already 

vulnerable to internalizing sentiments like this. It was difficult to arrive at a place where I 

could recognize the limits of my own relationship with English outside of the aspiration of 

wanting to master it, but once I did I became very fearful of associating with words I was 

unfamiliar with. Understanding that I was not aware of the full weight of these words, I was 

concerned about creating expectations that I would not be able to meet. So when the time 

came for me to depart from the heterosexuality, I approached the acronym’s I was offered 

with an unease.  

 

I learnt English, as a third language after Afrikaans nesiXhosa, when I was approximately 6 or 

7 years old; and when I say ‘ learn’ I mean being able to speak it well enough to have coherent 

conversations with home language speakers my age. This was to mitigate any chances of me 

being disadvantaged by a language barrier in my schooling career, and later became a marker 

of my middle-income upbringing. Thus I understood it as a language for school and tv, and at 

an arm’s length from the Xhosa words I used then to describe myself and community. These 

are not things I had thought about until I got to University and found myself overwhelmed by 

the jargon obsessed culture of campus politics. Not that these ‘new words’ were not valuable 

or helpful, I just found that they were difficult to conceptualise and apply to some aspects of 

my life, despite my proficiency. This is perhaps a part of why it took so long for me to arrive 

at a point where I could declare an allegiance to the queer community. I found myself 
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somewhere between managing internalized queerphobia, and struggling to articulate my 

suspicions, and felt deeply lost. Once the former started losing its hold on my life, I could 

finally with some sense of certainty align myself with queerness. This was because I 

appreciated how the open-ended and fluid construction of this word allowed me flexibility in 

describing how I am orientated. I had heard it before and it was relatively simple to 

understand as a place in opposition to heterosexuality. It then took me even longer to arrive 

at a moment of ‘further refinement’ and come into bisexuality. Or did I? This is a question I 

still ask every day.  

 

When I decided to opt-out , I knew it could not involve a resort back to monosexuality. Thus 

after extensive research, I had concluded that ‘technically’ my experience of self  

can be partially captured by words like A/Bi/Pansexual. As anticipated I could not neatly 

compartmentalize my experience into one of these categories. However, there was the 

consolation of the other popular idea, that sexuality was fluid, but even in this, the fluidity is 

understood as linear. Unable to reconcile the fullness of how I understood my sexuality, I 

turned to the work of transgender black women. What stood out to me about the 

conversations happening in those circles was how their probing never ended. I recently 

watched Disclosure on Netflix and was reminded of how transwomen have long engaged 

what I felt was a binarism and absolutist take on queerness, and the gender project. 

 

Now that I am older, I realize that my discontent with the words I was offered stemmed from 

a fear of participating in the institutionalizing of something as amorphous as sexual 

orientation. If there was one thing I knew was in constant flux in my life, it was the objects of 

my desire and affection, and more importantly the reasons that led me to sexually and 

romantically pursue people. And that since the acronym system has helped many understand 

themselves better, it is not always certain that it will capture the experiences of the non-

English world. I think conceding to this helped me understand the place of the popular queer 

discourse in my life, that of mediating and offering communicative devices between myself 

and other members of my community 

 

 So why bisexuality? Because I like black leather jackets, red lipstick, and tight jeans. 

 

 

1. Naledi’s coming of age 

 

In high school, I remember being curious about the love lives of my friends. I would always 

listen eagerly as they would allow us to indulge in their stories of scandal and debauchery, 

and of course sex! At the time, everything I knew about sex and courting came from the 

unreliable authority that is sexually active straight teenage girls. I remember sitting in those 

sessions and being entirely captured by their steamy saucy stories of kissing boys behind the 

school pavilion or at socials. My entire high school romantic and sexual experience were 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P1kyBddxac4
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vicariously lived through moments like this, kind of like those coming of age movies I 

previously spoke about. For a long time, I thought my journey would follow a similar trajectory 

until I turned 17 and realized that my inability to have at least secured the first kiss by then 

meant I had to give up. I only had 1 year left of high school, how could I possibly squeeze in 

the messy teen love scandal of my dreams? I remember being in one of these tell-all sessions 

and being asked to contribute some stories, I had absolutely nothing and had to resort to 

fabrications. I found it difficult to account for my inexperience, in fact, I still do to this day. 

That my first kiss arrived when I was almost 19 made me realize that mine was perhaps a 

different path. Not different in the sense that it was exceptional in any way, just different in 

that there was no central teen relationship experience that I could tap into to help me 

configure who I was sexually. And when I got my first kiss badge I kind of expected things to 

fall into place, like in the movies. That I would kiss a girl or a boy and the love gods would 

send a beam of light to indicate their approval of my choice. But unfortunately, that did not 

happen. 

 

 What happened was I met a girl, in a leather jack red lipstick and tight jeans, and she said ‘Hi, 

I’m bisexual’ and I responded,’ me too’. I was 22.  

 

Remember when I said I enjoyed sitting in on those tell-all sessions? Well, there was a reason 

I was sitting in and not leading them. In early high school, I had long conceded to the 

hierarchies of desire and where I fell in that. I was pimply and chubby, and extremely socially 

anxious as a result. Before the dread that was puberty, before boyfriend and girlfriends were 

all my peers could think about, life felt relatively normal. I could endure whatever bullying 

came my way because I lived a big life, that involved climbing trees and playing outside with 

friends. It was when puberty hit and my peers geared themselves towards partnering that I 

started experiencing the kind of (romantic) alienation that shapes who I am even today. The 

constant implicit and explicit reminders and treatment of my body as an entity unworthy of 

positive sexual attention was something I became alert to at 13.This is why I resigned myself 

to the role of tell-all listener. Allowing myself to be captivated by unattainable stories of lust 

and love was distracting enough and something I was used to. It also played into my love for 

storytelling and oral traditions (yes telling hoe stories is an oral tradition). But this is the 

context through which the constitutive elements of my current sexuality was birthed. Where 

a teen romance is absent in the constitution of one’s sexuality, you only have yourself and 

your body to look to for answers. 

 

When you are a teenager whose life does not offer the content needed to decide on one’s 

sexuality, what are you to do? How are you meant to arrive at the moment when you can 

decidedly say that you are x? And I think this absence in my teen years made me asexualize 

myself and my body. This was my coming of age and those of many too. One of my first 

projects, when I became sexually and romantically active, was undoing this, and in that time 

I found that gender really did not play a deciding role in my pursuits. Not out of any noble 
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progressive reason, but perhaps because of how I was the only person in my coming of age 

story - it was me. I had no one other than myself to exist in romantic opposition to. No love 

gods sent me a beam of light, just a girl in tight jeans, red lipstick, and a leather jacket. 

 

 

1. Conclusion.  

 

Unlike movies, or the laughably naive life script the heterosexuals subscribe to, our 

experiences in this world are remarkably more complex. Our heterogeneity should not be 

undermined. That language and being a late bloomer are major and important influences on 

how I sexually understand myself exemplifies this. There exists no finite set of life experiences 

that account for the various dimensions of our everyday lives, and the deeper you go the 

more complex it gets. The implications of the names we choose to describe our realities 

should be thought out thoroughly. I say this because I am certain that even within 

heterosexuality there exist nuances similar to mine, nuances that in themselves defy the 

many claims made by heterosexuality. My departure from this program was inspired by a 

desire to live a life where my body and what happens in my sex life are allowed to exist in a 

constate state of flux, and most importantly to be mine and unavailable for scrutiny. Thus my 

reluctance to bend towards a letter in the acronym the second I left was because I was scared 

to create expectations, and have my conduct surveilled and scrutinised under a different 

order.  

 

Our lives are complex and boring but worthy of analysis. I recently heard poet Napo 

Mashaene suggest we should be the scientists of our own lives, and in part, my journey 

involved a lot of this. The introspection that birthed my fear of the rigidity that may come 

with naming my experience in English, and identifying the absence of a teen romance as 

central to my perception of sexuality, is a place I return to. It is an uncomfortable space of 

constant probing and is the battleground where I try to reconcile my perception of self, and 

how the world sees me. And as abstract and far as this may sound, it is in this tension that 

source part of why I say I am bisexual. I like leather jackets, red lipstick, and tight jeans is all I 

know. I am the prototype, the pilot is the story of my sexuality. And perhaps a fascination 

with popular bisexual representations in media, and renewed sexualizations of self, is a fickle 

place from which to constitute your sexuality…  

but does it matter? 

 

Profile  

Naledi Mbaba is a writer based in Cape Town. She was UCT’s Law Student’s Council President 

in 2017/18; Black Lawyers' Association Student Council Vice-Chairperson in 2019 and 

currently is an Andrew Mellon Scholar in Rhetoric. You can also check her writings on medium 

account, where she explore a range of topics. 

 

https://medium.com/@naledimbaba
https://medium.com/@naledimbaba
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Online anti-queer violence and alternative counter strategies 
Words by mpho ndaba 

 

Somewhere in this country, one of us has their body turned into a gathering place. Here 

self-appointed authoritative figures meet to carry out acts from which they leave with their 

sense of community reaffirmed. Acts like these, violent in nature, operate as a thread that 

holds them as a community together. And for a people who on a random day would not 

even have any aligned interests, ideas of pleasure, sex, manhood, and womanhood, see 

them easily pick and choose those who will be sacrificed for their performance of 

community.  

 

The digital space, particularly twitter, has in recent years become an extension of what we 

encounter offline. Time and again, we see posts disguised as jokes among people who on 

face value, seem as though they do not have a grasp of the differences between sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and self-expression. Here there is a deliberate misgendering, 

spewing biphobic, transphobic, and homophobic violence. 

  

In the past two years, there have been several instances of this nature. When South African 

entertainer, Somizi Mhlongo married his partner, many using social media, capitalized on 

this moment to express homophobia, arguing that Mhlongo and Mohale Motaung wanted 

to be women. The logic of this assertion had in the preceding months, been also used by 

South African entertainer, Zodwa Wa Bantu. Wa Bantu said that gay men behaved like 

women.  

This deliberate act of misgendering is intended to blur the lines between gender identity, 

sexual orientation, and self-expression. It is a logic that becomes used to demarcate borders 

around what ways of being belong to which people. Something I believe to be limited 

because it relies on certain markers as a reference to womanhood. It also goes on to further 

frame the world as only being logical if it exists in binaries. 

 

For women who might appear to exist outside the employed markers of womanhood, they 

too then go one to be threatened and violated in all sorts of ways.   

The question of social media as an amplifier – a gathering space for those who commonly 

hold bigoted ideas – requires a meditation of sorts.  

 

When Wa Bantu’s clip went viral, as often is the case, the words she uttered, regardless of 

her apology and the rejection of the idea that she is a homophobe, were used by those who 

had been waiting for an opportunity to express their disdain for the LGBTI+ community. Her 

words became a rallying point. And this transcended class, race, spatial histories, and 

gender identity – these are factors which in other contexts as barriers for engagement.  

The most recent example involves a tweet sent out by Lasizwe, who in the past has had to 

apologise for creating an environment for the same category of people to thrive. And 

https://www.news24.com/channel/The-Juice/News/pics-somizi-and-mohales-lavish-traditional-wedding-20190929
https://twitter.com/Fantastic_SoLo/status/1148535218762080261?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1148535218762080261&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.power987.co.za%2Fnews%2Factivists-call-for-zodwa-wabantu-to-be-held-accountable-for-homophobic-comment%2F
https://twitter.com/lasizwe/status/1297840709324636162
https://www.iol.co.za/entertainment/celebrity-news/local/watch-lasizwe-issues-an-apology-for-sis-bhuti-post-49333282
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although it is important to appreciate the strides he had made – appearing to be more 

aware of a platform like his means for the rest of the LGBTQ+ community – as an openly gay 

man in the entertainment industry.   

 

The important point worth noting, with this kind of targeted violence online, is the 

retaliation that has also emerged as a counterforce: how queer people in turn respond. I 

first noticed this when violence was targeted at Mhlongo and Motaung: how some of us 

wrote emails to employers, threatening the livelihoods of those carrying out homophobia.  

 

This kind of counter-strategy not only sent a clear message, that something is amiss 

between the protections enshrined in the country’s constitution and social attitudes. It also 

highlighted how tired we are of performing out queerness with the expectation of being 

accepted. It rejects the idea that we must be nice while being met with violence. Most 

importantly, however, is that it shows us how social and economic sanctions might be 

necessary means of countering anti-queer violence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/lungeIo/status/1181856795452682241
https://twitter.com/lungeIo/status/1181856795452682241
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Beyond the silos: art & music 

RHEA BLEK, and the love for Brenda Fassie 

Words by mpho ndaba 

Photo provided 

The South African art scene is constantly changing, to explore more of how young and 

upcoming artists have experienced these changes, I speak to Durban-based artist, RHEA BLEK.  

Who is Rhea Blek? 

My full name is Naledi Refiloe Makhetha and I was born and raised in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, 

South Africa. RHEA BLEK is my lovely name and it’s a combination of Rhea, the Greek goddess 

of fertility and motherhood and BLEK which is a play on the word BLACK.  

Have you always wanted to do music, and be in the arts?  

Yes! I knew from a very young age that this is something I’m really passionate about and 

couldn’t be separated from. I’ve heard stories from my family of how from a young age I would 

memorize songs and sing them out loud and one I specifically kept singing from the age of 

three years old is Shola Ama’s Still Believe In Love. Ever since then I’ve been infected and 

always felt like it was my purpose to follow it through and make a career out of it.  



 25 

As an artist, considering the reach of social media, does the idea of being based in 

Johannesburg appeal to you? More so when taking into account the idea that the arts 

industry appears to be more advanced here than it is the case with a place like Durban?  

Definitely, I’ve always noticed the difference of scenes between Durban and Johannesburg and 

felt that I get most of my roses from Johannesburg, I mean most of my streams and social 

media following is from Johannesburg or Pretoria. It’s also quite obvious that Johannesburg is 

the hub of the entertainment industry in South Africa so relocating would be a great benefit 

for me and something I definitely want to do.  

 

 
Photo provided 
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Who are some of your legendary musical inspirations?  

My first musical inspiration is Beyonce’, not so much her sound but her impact, longevity and 

work ethic. My other inspirations are Erykah Badu, Cleo Sol, SZA, Lebo Mathosa and Brenda 

Fassie.  

You are at awe of the late Brenda Fassie, what role do you think media plays when it comes 

to experiences and histories of people who have passed on? Legends such as Fassie and 

Lebo Mathosa, whose sexuality remains highly denied and sometimes contested?  

It’s so important, I always thought or felt that Lebo and Brenda had more to their sexuality 

than we are aware of and I think only recently I learnt that they were bisexual as well. In an 

industry where I rarely see or know of openly bisexual musicians, especially women, it affirmed 

me that I too have a chance to shine as far and as wide as the legends I look up to. One thing 

I can say is, yes the history is there but you have to dig so deep, it would be so great if it was 

a known fact and not something that many still debate till this day. But also we have to keep 

in mind is something that they wanted the world to know about and respect that.  

Do you think, in your case, more so when one notes the fact that you are actively vocal 

about being a Black bisexual woman in what today exists as South Africa, will contribute 

towards shifting that historical role of media but also society in general?  

I think so, you know once you’re proud and stand up for what you believe in and who you are, 

you’re most likely giving someone else the opportunity to be that for themselves and not be 

ashamed of their sexuality. Being a performer/artist/musician, you are representing someone 

or something, so you then give a voice to the voiceless and give pride to those who lack and in 

my case, black bisexual women can see themselves in me and share their stories through me. 

Our job as artists is to reflect the times and times are changing, slowly but surely.  

In addition to your music, you have an ancestral calling and practice, have you found it 

challenging to merge the two, your art and your spiritual and ancestral practice?  

Oh yes! I’ve had quite the difficulty in even introducing that into my art because of the fear, 

misunderstanding and lack of respect most people have for African Spirituality. One thing I 

also have an issue is I do not want it to seem like I am using my spirituality as a means of profit 

but rather an extension of myself in which I choose when I would like to share. I do know that 

I don’t create alone though and a lot of the inspiration and words come from idlozi 

nesthunywa sami and that is the most beautiful thing ever because they’ve helped me create 

and write songs that I never thought I was able to.  
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Now, in your YouTube channel and social media in general, it appears that you are 

deliberate in exploring and making note of your sexual orientation, what are some of the 

challenges you think currently exist as it relates to Black bisexual women in South Africa?  

I noticed a post Lasizwe made about educating children about the different sexual orientations 

from a young age and the outrage that came along was ridiculous. I mean if we still have black 

lesbian women going through corrective rape and being murdered for their sexuality, we still 

have a long way to go. And one thing I am very much aware of, being a bisexual women is 

seen more a fetish than a sexuality to rest of the public, another thing is you get labelled for 

being bisexual, you hear things like you’re a whore, why don’t you stick to one gender, there’s 

no way you are the way you are or ngithanda izinto, all of these statements invalidate your 

sexuality which for the longest of times made me invalidate mine as well, so much so I thought 

I was crazy but I’m not! I’m a woman who likes women and men and there’s nothing wrong 

with that.  

And what forms of solidarity do you think bisexual people in general, can show one another 

in South Africa?  

Love for each other, celebrate each other, to not invalidate or question each other in our 

sexuality, support each other and to always stand up and fight for each other.  

What are some of the upcoming projects you are currently busy?  

I have a single called DIRTY DANCING which will be dropping soon as well as an EP called 

HOMEGROWN. A lot of exciting announcements that will come along with that news as well. 
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Youri Sunguza, a conversation beyond the silos: art scene in Africa, 

colonialism and the DRC 
Words by mpho Ndaba 

 

 
Photo credit: purevision243 
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Youri Sunguza has returned home, to the Democratic Republic of Congo. This comes after 

he spent time in Johannesburg where he worked as a photographer and a model.  

Since returning to the DRC, he has undertaken several projects, all of which are held by one 

thread: seeking to galvanize people to be in conversation about what matters. 

 

“Most of my work is centered around Congolese people. I think my gift is my responsibility, 

and I am going to use it. I want my work to be political, make an impact, open up the 

discussion. As part of work that aims to celebrate Congo’s 60th anniversary since 

independence, Sunguza collaborated with Buffer Magazine and Project 243: “60/60 is a 

project is that shines a light on sixty creatives from Congo and those who are in the 

diaspora, exploring what are their paths and views.” 

 

 

Photo credit: purevision243 
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Colonial legacies, the Arts and Africa 

Soon after Beyoncé’s Black is King (BIK) trailer came out, a lot of people, including myself, 

critiqued it. Now, I am fully aware an act like this one was limited, considering the fact that 

it was based on a mere trailer. However, in the history of how the Global North interacts 

with the South, their construction of Africa – be it politically, from an economic point of 

view, or as it relates to art and entertainment – often has been exaggerated, and poorly 

thought about.  This is among the things he and I touch on.  

 

“If you can look at Beyoncé did, even though in the forefront you mostly see South Africa 

and Nigeria being represented, behind the scene it is all African people being able to 

participate in the creative process. That is what I commend her for,” he says.  

 

Sunguza also says, “the problem is that a lot of people from the West who come to work 

here, do not do proper research. And they will go to places that are easily accessible to 

them: Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa.”  

 

There is more to what Sunguza says, which requires us to think of colonial legacies and the 

dominance of the West in Africa. And there are Black artists, activists and writers who 

through their work, reflect on this, doing so in a way that allows us to tap into the persistent 

legacies of colonialism of Africa by Euro-America. Included here are the likes of Binyavanga 

Wainaina, who for an example – with How to Write about Africa – focuses on the 

stereotypical representation of Africa. Wainaina highlights the role of media as a site 

through which these narratives are sustained:  

 

Never have a picture of a well-adjusted African on the cover of your book, or in it, unless 

that African has won the Nobel Prize. An AK-47, prominent ribs, naked breasts: use these. If 

you must include an African, make sure you get one in Masai or Zulu or Dogon dress 

 

Using humour and satire, Wainaina adds to a rich archive of Black resistance. And he is not 

the only one, Achille Mbembe,  with On the post-colony, notes: “Firstly, the African 

experience constantly appears as an experience that can only be understood through a 

negative interpretation.” Furthermore, work that is also useful whenever we grapple with 

Africa’s position in the global political and artistic landscape, is that of  V.Y Mudumbe with 

the Invention of Africa. And of cause, who can I forget the good Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni. 

And Nelson Maldanado–Torres with the Coloniality of being.  

Sunguza notes the role of language, and how it contribute to these disparities: “Being a 

francophone country also makes it challenging, there are a few of us who get the 

opportunities, which also come so rarely.” 

 

Creating opportunities for African artists 



 31 

 “The difference between South Africa, Nigeria, and my country, is that the creatives from 

these countries work together. For an example, when you look at Mr. Eazi, he took the 

opportunity he found in the diaspora and created a network for artists from Nigeria to be 

able to get a spotlight.” Mr. Eazi recently launched a $20 million project towards helping 

African artists.  “In South Africa. for an example, if a magazine wants to do a feature on 

South African creatives, artists will rope in other people,” Sunguza says. 

 

Beyond the 60/60 project, Sunguza has expanded his interest beyond photography: “I have 

done a lot. I am working on a shot film, which I cannot say much about it. I am also working 

on a short film centred on LGBTQ+  people, working closely with a local LGBTQ+ 

organization. I also am doing campaigns, and directing music videos.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/07/17/africa/mr-eazi-africa-music-fund-intl/index.html

