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EDITORIAL NOTE

TO THE TUNE OF SANKOFA1…

1 Sankofa, in the Twi language of Ghana, from the Akan people, means that we must return to our origins to better move forward. Sankofa 
is usually symbolized by a bird with its head turned backwards trying to take a precious egg.

Looking back on the past fifteen to twenty years of 

our movements’ journeys, paths have been carved 

out. We are filled with a range of emotions: nostalgia, 

joy, pain, and hope. Along the paved paths of years 

past, there were cacti, roses, rose thorns, hibiscus, 

jasmine, and more.

We have had celebrations: we have occupied spaces 

once thought impossible. We have opened doors that 

seemed locked. When we entered certain rooms, there 

were no chairs for us, so we improvised makeshift 

benches. We had no microphones to speak with, so 

we fashioned makeshift loudspeakers to be heard.

We acknowledge, however, that we found people 

who paved the path we took, to a certain extent: SN, 

Barbara from Côte d’Ivoire (Woubi Chéri), Charles 

Guéboguo, Joel Nana…

Along this path, we also lost comrades. We will always 

cherish their memory.

Today, things seem (still or even more) complex. Many 

of our living and recreational spaces no longer exist. 

Our existence is increasingly being denied. The bodies 

of our friends are ostracized. Attempts are made to 

silence our truths by retelling our stories differently.

In reality, our hope here is that we are already here, we 

are already in the room, gathered together. We have 

the tools to tell our own stories; we know how to speak 

louder. We have our bearings. We have communities 

of solidarity and resistance. That is what this issue of 

Myria seeks to convey.

Through the various contributions, we embark on 

a journey back to a critical Yesterday, learning from 

everything that has happened, then contemplating 

the Today and its surprises, and looking ahead to 

respond to a hopeful Tomorrow.

The contributors have embraced the theme of this 

issue of Myria to tell their Past in order to live their 

truth in the Present, while imagining their desired 

Future.

Enjoy!

Stéphane Simporé,

Director of Communications and 

Knowledge Management 

Editor’s Note: The contributions featured in 
this issue were written about two years before 
publication. As such, some of the contextual, legal, 
and socio-political realities described have evolved 
since the time of writing. While the reflections 
remain valuable, readers are encouraged to engage 
with the essays with an awareness of these potential 
shifts.
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WE ARE ALL ON 
PROBATION! 
AN OBSERVER’S OPINION 
ON THE EVOLUTION OF 
THE LGBTQI+ MOVEMENT 
IN WEST AFRICA
Ahmed M.
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M
any amongst us were horrified by the 

burning of the body of a presumed 

homosexual man in Kaolack (West-

central Senegal) in October 2023. Words 

are not strong enough to condemn the 

abject nature of this act. After witnessing 

this incident, one starts to wonder about 

their fate. It could have been me or someone 

close to me. Yes, it could have been any one 

of us, not just as people perceived or known 

to be homosexual, but even as heterosexual 

individuals who, for one reason or another, 

may have been suspected of being gay 

during their lifetime. 

That day, I realized that we are all on probation, 

regardless of our sexual orientation. All it 

takes is for someone to have doubts, and 

to gather the courage—but above all, the 

madness—to appoint themselves as judge, 

jury, and moral authority.

The LGBTQI+ movement took its first steps 

quietly, often within private homes, in many 

countries across the West-African sub-

region, at a time when co-existing and living 

with gender non-conforming people was 

tolerated, and even accepted. To say that 

that era is over would be an overstatement, 

though it’s clear that in much of the 

region, the rights of LGBTQI+ people have 

deteriorated. In several countries, such 

as Senegal, Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali, 

there have been attempts to strengthen 

repressive measures through proposed laws 

criminalizing same-sex relationships. The 

rise of anti-Western sentiment, fueled by 

the narrative that homosexuality and so-

called ‘perversity’ are promoted in Africa 

by imperialist Western lobbies, has further 

marginalized sexual minorities, particularly 

in former French colonies.

In the three countries that make up the 

newly formed Alliance des Etats du Sahel 

(AES) [Alliance of Sahel States], Burkina Faso, 

Mali, and Niger, we’ve seen how the issue of 

sexual orientation has been politicized and 

weaponized to discredit political opponents. 

After the coup d’état on July 26, 2023, the 

Prime Minister appointed by Niger’s new 

authorities was vilified on social media, 

where he was portrayed as homosexual.

A few weeks after his appointment, the 

Nigerien government, through the Minister 

of National Education, denounced what 

it described as “subversive attempts by 

certain satanic circles, in collaboration 

with a foreign power and a group of greedy 

Nigeriens, to introduce LGBT practices and 

debates into our society, particularly in 

schools.” This statement came in response 

to the selection of Nigerien leaders who 

were allegedly invited to a supposed event 

in Europe promoting the inclusion of 

homosexuality in school curricula.

It is important to note that this is not a new 

development. In December 2022, members 

of parliament from the overthrown Nigerien 

regime attempted to pass a law criminalizing 

same-sex relationships. Back in 2003, 

the UNHCR cited a publication by the 

International Federation for Human Rights 

(FIDH), which highlighted the secrecy with 

which gay associations operated: 

“Homosexuals in Niger live in 
secrecy and have never come 
forward to claim their rights.” 
However, it also noted that 
“two or three gay associations 
exist, though their locations are 
unknown.” 

Sadly, twenty years later, the situation has not 

improved. The 2022 draft law criminalizing 

homosexuality in Niger proposed penalties 

not only for individuals engaging in same-

sex relationships, but also for those leading 

or supporting pro-LGBT organizations. 

According to the draft, “any individual who 

manages or finances a homosexual club, 

whether publicly or privately,” would face 

imprisonment and a fine. It also stipulated 

that legal entities that “manage, assist, 

promote, or finance LGBT groups—or even 

individuals belonging to this category” could 

be prosecuted, though the exact penalties 

remain undefined.

In such a context, shaped by deeply 

entrenched cultural and religious pressures, 

it remains challenging for an LGBTQI+ 

movement to emerge or thrive.

Niger’s neighbor, Burkina Faso, is not doing 

any any better on this issue. During national 

consultations following the power takeover 

by Captain Ibrahima Traoré in September 

2022, “the active forces from the 13 regions 

of Burkina Faso called on members of 

the Transitional Legislative Assembly 

(ALT) to draft and adopt a law banning 

and criminalizing homosexuality in the 

country.” Historically, Burkina Faso has never 

criminalized same-sex relationships since 

gaining independence in 1960. However, 

the tolerance that once existed is gradually 

eroding, fueled in part by anti-imperialist 

rhetoric, as well as by growing religious and 

cultural fundamentalism.

Mali, which borders both Burkina Faso and 

Niger, also moved toward criminalizing 

homosexuality and all initiatives protecting 

the rights of sexual minorities in 2022. On 

August 20, 2022, Mali’s Minister of Justice 

publicly announced the adoption of a law 

criminalizing same-sex relationships. Like 

Burkina Faso and Niger, Mali had previously 

not had any legislation explicitly condemning 

homosexuality.
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In my humble opinion, the resurgence of 

violent and extremist rhetoric, along with the 

adoption of laws condemning homosexuality 

in these three countries, is closely tied to the 

wave of sovereignty reclamation that has 

been sweeping the region in recent years. 

Whether consciously or not, these countries 

seem to be operating from a logic of rejecting 

anything perceived as a form of colonialism, 

whether that be behaviors seen as deviant 

or out of step with local values, or perceived 

attempts to impose an “agenda,” often 

labeled as satanic or evil. In such a scenario, 

as is often the case, the most vulnerable links 

in the chain of social struggles are the first 

to be targeted. Homosexuality becomes the 

issue that reliably unites the overwhelming 

majority of public opinion when it comes to 

condemnation and repression.

At this stage in the struggle for the rights 

of sexual minorities, it is important to work 

toward removing guilt and shame from how 

we think about and perceive homosexuality, 

both in ourselves and in others. What 

perceptions do we hold of ourselves as human 

beings with non-conforming sexualities, 

different worldviews, and alternative ways of 

relating to society?

This process of eliminating shame begins 

with how we speak about ourselves and other 

LGBTQI+ people. Very often, internalized 

stigma plays a bigger role in keeping LGBTQI+ 

individuals “in the closet” than societal 

rejection does. How can we expect to be 

accepted if we don’t first accept ourselves 

as we are, and accept others as they are? 

In my personal experience as a gay person, 

I’ve learned that the topic can be discussed, 

even with the most openly homophobic 

individuals, when the conversation is calm, 

thoughtful, and rooted in reason.

In Senegal, the desecration and burning 

of the body of a presumed homosexual 

man in Kaolack provoked widespread 

condemnation, even from within maraboutic 

circles, which are usually silent when such 

acts occur. Notably, the regional public 

prosecutor got involved, launching an 

investigation that led to the arrest of several 

perpetrators, including the neighborhood 

chief where the incident took place.

However, we must not be mistaken. This 

is a mere symbolic gesture, especially 

considering that the country’s current penal 

code remains highly repressive toward sexual 

minorities, particularly when the accused are 

men.

While the exhumation and incineration of 

a corpse (based solely on the suspicion of 

homosexuality) shocked many, the idea 

of same-sex relationships is still widely 

perceived as abhorrent, immoral, and 

punishable. In such a context, it is easy 

to understand why the emergence of a 

strong LGBTQI+ movement, one that can 

operate openly, is extremely difficult, if not 

dangerous, in the region.

Until better days come for the LGBTQI+ 

movement in West Africa, we must recognize 

that we are all living on probation, haunted 

by the fear that, dead or alive, we too could 

one day be handed over to public hatred.
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THE LGBTQI MOVEMENT 
IN WEST AFRICA: 
A FIGHT FOR DIGNITY 
AND EQUALITY
Christine
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T
he story of the Stonewall riots in the 

United States1 in 1969, which sparked 

major LGBTQI Movements, has always 

inspired me and given me the courage to face 

the physical and verbal violence I encounter 

in everyday life.

My commitment and determination to 

support my community in achieving its 

goals led me to become a peer educator. I 

was responsible for carrying out prevention 

activities, HIV testing, and distributing 

condoms and lubricants.

For a very long time in Africa, homosexuality 

has existed in various forms, and many 

LGBTQI people have lost their lives under 

deplorable conditions due to stigma and 

discrimination, whether related to their HIV 

status or their gender expression. They were 

denied healthcare services in clinics and 

had no access to equitable healthcare. On 

top of that, their most basic rights were not 

respected.

In many countries, homosexuality is 

criminalized. In Guinea, Article 274 of the 

new penal code prescribes a prison sentence 

of six months to three years and a fine of 

500,000 to 1,000,000 Guinean francs for 

individuals found guilty of such acts.

In Guinea, for example, it was once impossible 

to mention even the existence of LGBTQI 

people. But today, the population is aware of 

the community’s presence and the diversity 

of sexual orientations among its members.

1 Editor’s note: on the night between June 27 and 28, 1969, at a time where the LGBTQI community was persecuted in the United States, 
a police raid in a gay bar of New York, the Stonewall Inn, led to violent riots for several days. Following these events, the Gay Liberation 
Front was created to advocate for the rights of the LGBTQI community.

Out of 54 African countries, only one stands 

out as a pioneer: South Africa. Seven years 

before European countries legalized same-

sex marriage, South Africa had already 

adopted the measure, making it a leader in 

this regard.

Unfortunately, even today, in most 

countries where homosexuality has been 

decriminalized, deep-rooted homophobia 

persists. Same-sex couples are still not 

legally recognized and are not protected 

from discrimination.

To date, there have been significant 

advances for the LGBTQI cause in some 

African countries, particularly in the effective 

inclusion of LGBTQI people in various areas 

of society and the recognition of their needs 

by the Global Fund and international donors.

Currently, homosexuality is not criminalized 

in 16 African countries. In Francophone Africa, 

these include Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, Burkina 

Faso, Benin, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, 

Central African Republic, the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, and the Republic of 

Congo.

Some countries, such as Gabon, Côte d’Ivoire, 

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 

and Lesotho, have chosen not to criminalize 

homosexuality. Others, like Mozambique, 

Angola, Botswana, and Seychelles, are 

among the countries that have made moves 

to reform their laws on homosexuality.

There are still many battles to fight in Africa to ensure that the LGBTQI community can freely 

live their sexuality. With the growing number of LGBTQI organizations across the continent, 

each working toward a shared goal, the future of the LGBTQI community in terms of equality 

and freedom is undeniably promising.

To achieve this, organizations 
must support one another in 
urging states to reconsider 
their commitments to UN bodies 
regarding the recognition and 
protection of LGBTQI rights. It is by 
pursuing these collective efforts 
that a future of liberty for the 
LGBTQI community will become 
possible.
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE 
SITUATION OF THE 
LGBTQI COMMUNITY IN 
BURKINA FASO
Dubois
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F
or generations, efforts have been 

made to convince us that Black Africa 

is entirely foreign to homosexual 

practices. A range of arguments has been 

put forward to frame homosexuality and 

related behaviors as unnatural and contrary 

to African culture. Some go even further, 

describing it as a mental or psychological 

illness. However, the World Health 

Organization, after extensive research on the 

issue, has officially removed homosexuality 

from its list of mental disorders.

Some African sociologists and 

anthropologists have taken an interest in the 

issue. In L’homosexualité en Afrique: sens et 

variations d’hier à nos jours (Homosexuality 

in Africa: meaning and variations from 

yesterday to nowadays)1, Charles Gueboguo 

explains that it is an old practice in Black 

African culture and certain customary rites 

in black African regions.

From a linguistic point of view, it is clear that 

many African societies were familiar with 

same-sex practices long before colonisation. 

Yet misinformation has become widespread, 

and even some intellectuals refuse to accept 

the evidence. Homosexuality does not have a 

European face or an American face; it simply 

has a human face. And those who practice it 

did not choose it, they were born with it.

1  Charles Gueboguo, « L’homosexualité en Afrique : sens et variations d’hier à nos jours », Socio-logos [Online], 1 | 2006, published online 
on October 9, 2008, consulted on February 12, 2025. URL : http://journals.openedition.org/socio-logos/37 ; DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/
socio-logos.37

The argument that homosexuality is 

“unnatural” is difficult to defend, as these 

practices are neither new nor imported. Many 

people live in denial and misinformation 

about this issue, yet it is well established 

that same-sex practices are not foreign 

to traditional African societies. However, 

it’s important to acknowledge that these 

practices have evolved and transformed 

over time. Today, some members of the 

LGBTQI community are open about their 

identities and no longer hide their sexual 

orientation. This visibility is felt in many 

spaces: in neighborhoods, among peers, 

and especially on social media. Community 

members now organize various events, such 

as costume parties and parades. What most 

characterizes the experience of LGBTQI 

individuals today is the lack of discretion they 

are often afforded or expected to maintain in 

public and private life.

In Burkina Faso, no law has ever criminalized 

homosexuality since the country’s 

independence in 1960. However, the political 

and social climate remains deeply hostile 

toward LGBTQI people. As reported by the 

French newspaper Libération: “hostility 

towards gays, lesbians and trans people 

fed by many homophobic preachers, 

unscrupulous media and politicians looking 

for votes, is still extremely strong - to 

the point of presenting homosexuals as 

responsible for the jihadist threat, according 

to some testimonies. In 2015, in the run-up 

to the legislative elections, a small political 

group, the Parti de la Renaissance Nationale 

(Paren) [National Rebirth Party], tabled a bill 

to criminalize [...] homosexuality”. Quoted 

in the article, a report2 published in 2016 by 

Afrobarometer ranked Burkina Faso among 

the 3 most intolerant African countries 

towards homosexuals.

In Burkina Faso, from the creation of the 

Upper Volta colony through its dissolution, 

reunification, and eventual independence in 

1960, the issue of homosexuality has rarely 

been openly addressed. This remained 

true until the military coup by the MPSR2 

in 2022, which brought a young captain to 

power. Since then, the LGBTQI community 

has faced escalating attacks, harassment, 

discrimination, and violence, often at the 

hands of individuals who appear to lack 

access to proper education and awareness. 

The lives of members of the community are 

marked by increased stigmatisation. In 2023, 

the Conseil Supérieur de la Communication 

(Superior Council of Communications) 

banned all media from broadcasting content 

that depicts scenes of homosexuality, 

citing concerns about the “promotion of 

homosexuality”. This is exacerbated by the 

transitional Government’s intention to adopt 

laws criminalizing homosexuality. These 

intentions were stated by the Minister of 

State, Bassolma Bazié, during his address to 

the United Nations on September 24, 2023.

Before that, the president of the Assemblée 

Législative de Transition (Transitional 

Legislative Assembly) (ALT), Dr Ousmane 

Bougouma, had expressed the ALT’s desire 

to pass a law prohibiting and penalising 

homosexuality in Burkina Faso. These have 

all contributed to the escalating assaults, 

2  “Good neighbours? Africans express high levels of tolerance for many, but not for all”, Afrobarometer dispatch, March 1rst, 2016

threats, and all kinds of violence against the 

LGBTQI community these days, especially 

in Bobo-Dioulasso and Ouagadougou. In 

Ouagadougou, the context is marked by 

assaults, defamations, threats, as well as 

deliberate assault and battery on members 

of the community. There are also frequent 

violations of privacy and image rights on 

social media platforms, particularly on TikTok 

and Facebook.

Since the advent of the transitional 

Government led by Captain Ibrahim Traoré, 

there have been moves to criminalise 

and challenge the right to embrace one’s 

sexual orientation. Social media platforms 

are buzzing with attacks on the rights of 

sexual minorities and people considered 

effeminate. Attacks on physical integrity, 

home invasions, attempted murders, death 

threats, and deliberate homicide have 

become daily occurrences for members 

of the community. In Bobo Dioulasso, this 

homophobia seems to have a religious 

background; speeches and appeals in 

the national language, Dioula, sometimes 

have religious overtones. Even Quranic 

verses are sometimes quoted. In some 

videos published on TikTok, homophobes 

ask those who are suspected to be Queer 

to swear on the Quran that they aren’t. All 

this is happening under the silent gaze of 

the authorities. It begs a few questions: 
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• Is it necessary to penalise homosexuality?

• What will happen to LGBTQI organizations 

and groups?

• What is the future of the LGBTQI 

community when we know that the 

country is already going through an 

unprecedented security and humanitarian 

crisis?

It is therefore important that this community 

works in collaborative structures to defend 

human rights and promote non-violence, 

to limit the negative effects of this blowing 

homophobic wind. One thing is certain: 

no matter the intimidation, discrimination, 

persecution, or physical and psychological 

violence against sexual minorities, it will 

be difficult, if not impossible, to eliminate 

homosexual practices. 

Under Nazi rule, Germany subjected 

homosexual people to inhumane treatment, 

but even that was not enough to eradicate 

same-sex practices. Today, LGBTQI 

community members in Germany live in 

safety and are legally protected. This is clear 

evidence that struggle brings progress 

and that a better future may be possible 

for our community in Burkina Faso, so long 

as different actors effectively align their 

advocacy and concrete actions on the 

ground. Deep resilience in the face of LGBTQI-

related challenges is essential if we hope to 

find meaningful and lasting solutions.
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THE UNFINISHED 
JOURNEY: BUILDING A 
COLLECTIVE FUTURE 
FOR THE WEST AFRICAN 
LGBTQIA MOVEMENT
Ehikioya Ataman
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A
s I sit to put my thoughts together, 

the foremost question that comes to 

my mind is: “Is there really an LGBTQIA 

movement in Nigeria?” 

Maybe there is. Maybe there isn’t. But how 

do we define a movement in that sense? 

What one might call the LGBTQIA movement 

in West Africa has made significant strides, 

showcasing a proven track record of 

successful collaborations with diverse 

stakeholders – both state and non-state 

actors. Over the years, these collaborations 

have been essential in driving positive social 

and behavioural change and in reshaping the 

narrative surrounding the diverse LGBTQIA 

community in the region. The movement has 

been characterised by a series of initiatives 

aimed at fostering impactful and sustainable 

changes across various sectors, including 

social, political, and cultural spheres. 

A crucial aspect of any movement-

building exercise is the pursuit of change 

within a specific region, and the LGBTQIA 

movement in West Africa is no exception. 

The multifaceted approach of the 

movement involves creating awareness, 

fostering community, promoting education, 

and engaging in grassroots community 

organising. These efforts have borne fruit, 

particularly in Nigeria, despite the legal, 

political, and cultural challenges inherent in 

the country.

Prior to 2014, when the Same-Sex Marriage 

Prohibition Act (SSMPA) was signed into law, 

the political and economic landscape for the 

LGBTQIA+ movement in Nigeria was marked 

by a combination of societal attitudes, 

legal frameworks, and cultural factors that 

posed significant challenges for community 

mobilising, organising and interventions. 

Nigerian society is conservative, and cultural 

and religious beliefs play a substantial role in 

shaping public opinion.

The political climate was generally 

unsupportive of LGBTQIA+ rights, and the 

prevailing sentiment in both the political 

and religious spheres was one of opposition. 

Public figures and religious leaders frequently 

expressed anti-LGBTQIA+ sentiments, 

contributing to a hostile environment. 

While there were no legal protections for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals, there was no specific 

federal law explicitly criminalising same-

sex relationships before 2014. However, 

various states had their own laws penalising 

homosexual acts. 

Reflecting on the progress of the LGBTQIA 

movement in West Africa, a number of things 

come to mind:

Firstly, LGBTQIA organising was 

mostly for the provision of sexual 

and reproductive health and rights 

services, with a focus on HIV treatment. 

In the early 2000s, one could count 

the number of organisations providing 

services to LGBTQIA persons, and 

these organisations were mostly 

concentrated in the big cities – such 

organisations like Population Council in 

Lagos, ICARH in Abuja, and Heartland 

Alliance in Calabar and Port Harcourt. 

Hardly would you find any of these 

organisations in other states, worse 

still in remote areas. It is important to 

note that there was a very high level 

of fear, stigma and discrimination that 

prevailed upon the access of these 

services, as more often than not, 

merely visiting the facility could lead to 

one getting maligned over their health 

status. Hence, accessing services from 

these organisations was mostly done 

in secret, without the knowledge of 

family and friends. In some other more 

extreme cases, LGBTQIA+ individuals 

living with HIV flat-out ignored their 

health status, preferring to live in denial 

to risk being outed as having HIV. 

Secondly, organisations set up to 

promote human rights were quite 

scant and mostly focused on hosting 

secretive in-house events. 

The social and political landscape 

of Nigeria – especially pertaining to 

LGBTQIA issues – changed significantly 

in 2014 with the enactment of the 

Same-Sex Marriage Prohibition Act, 

which not only criminalised same-sex 

unions but also imposed penalties 

on individuals and organisations 

supporting LGBTQIA+ rights. This 

legislation further marginalised the 

LGBTQIA+ community, making it even 

more challenging to advocate for its 

rights openly. Despite these challenges, 

there was a surge in the number 

of organisations set up to combat 

these hostilities, and this has led to 

the amplification of voices of sexual 

minorities, their visibility and physical 

and media representation. The impact 

on the creation of visibility is evident in 

how the average Nigerian is now very 

aware of the existence of the queer 

community, even though it is from a 

biased and misguided standpoint. 

Also, attention shifted from just health 

services (sexual and reproductive 

health and rights -SRHR), as it was 

pre-2014, to programming for other 

aspects, including human rights 

advocacy, safety and security, capacity 

building and research. Where the 

advocacy of human rights was once 

carried out in secret, over the years, 

LGBTQIA organising has improved, 

with more organisations set up even 

in rural communities, and attendance 

now larger than it used to be, further 

amplifying voices and visibility.

More recently, a part of the SSMPA that 

criminalises freedom of expression and 

freedom of association (in terms of 

gathering, organizing and registering 

organisations) was struck out, a very 

welcome development in the tireless 

pushback against the societal violation 
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of LGBTQIA rights. This means that 

LGBTQIA+ organisations can be set up 

without masking their objectives or the 

fear of State-sanctioned blowback. 

However, that is not to say that these 

progresses haven’t been hampered, 

almost to the point where it seems as 

though three steps forward result in 

two steps backward. There have been 

rivalries and petty jealousies gaining 

a chokehold among organisations, 

resulting in underhanded politicking. 

There have been situations where 

leaders of organisations have not 

been accountable or taken any 

responsibility for actions held 

against their organisations, choosing 

instead to scapegoat others to divert 

attention. There are witch-hunts and 

all forms of gatekeeping, where leaders 

leverage their power to make room 

for or shut out whoever they please. 

Most predominantly are the cases of 

organisations being led as a business 

enterprise that favours the bank 

accounts of those in charge, instead 

of the charitable cause that they are 

supposed to promote. 

All of these failings serve as a deterrent to 

the objective of advancing the rights and 

interests of our community. There is an 

urgent need for us to come together as a 

collective, holding spaces for each other, 

especially because we are all fighting for 

the same cause. Just like the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) have established 

measurable, universally agreed objectives 

for tackling issues of extreme poverty and 

hunger, preventing deadly diseases, and 

expanding primary education to all children, 

among other development priorities with a 

specific timeframe, the LGBTQIA movement 

can come together defined strategic goals, 

identify indicators to measure progress 

and propose a future date to evaluate the 

progress made so far. When organisations 

work in isolation they can achieve so little, 

but as a collective, the gain is tangible and 

significant. 

There are still so many strides for the 

LGBTQIA movement, especially in Nigeria, to 

make. Some of these objectives are already 

being implemented by organisations, but 

it behooves me to touch on them some 

more. As I previously stated, there have been 

developments in areas such as the education 

of members of the queer community, but 

this objective is not fully accomplished, as 

evident in the economic imbalance evident 

in the community. This was never more 

apparent than during the height of the 

COVID pandemic and subsequent lockdown 

in 2020. There are high levels of poverty 

among members of the LGBTQIA community, 

and this is especially reinforced by its high 

illiteracy levels, especially at the grassroots. 

There is a need to channel funding and 

resources to these areas, to areas that seek 

to improve education and make room for the 

acquisition of skills and knowledge that will 

go a long way to advancing the economic 

stability of the community. Most especially, 

considering the digital age we are in, I cannot 

overemphasize how vital it is to educate the 

community on the use of tech to champion 

change. 

To this effect, I would like to point out an appreciation of how funding has been made 

more available to smaller organisations, making it possible for activities driven by my 

aforementioned purpose to reach varying corners of the community.

Looking back at how we started, 
it is evident that we have made 
significant progress. However, 
there is still a lot of work to be 
done, and we are just getting 
started in the movement-building 
exercise in Nigeria and the broader 
West Africa region. In conclusion, 
we must remain committed to 
this cause and continue to work 
together toward achieving our 
goals.
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THE CHALLENGES OF 
LGBTQ+ COMMUNITIES 
IN BENIN: FIGHTING 
DISCRIMINATION
Fleur Olive Oussougoe

34  MYRIA / ISSUE 3 THE WEST AFRICAN LGBTQI MOVEMENT: PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE  35  



I
n Benin, as in many countries of Africa 

and beyond, the situation of sexual 

minorities, especially of LGBTQ+ people, 

remains complex and difficult. Beninese 

society is still largely characterised by 

conservative attitudes towards sexuality and 

gender diversity, exposing LGBTQ+ people 

to stigma, discrimination and even daily 

violence.

In this context, social media, especially 

TikTok, has emerged as a key platform for 

expression among marginalized individuals. 

On TikTok and similar platforms, members 

of the LGBTQ+ community can share their 

stories, raise awareness about the issues 

they face, and find mutual support, even in 

regions where stigma remains pervasive.

It is also worth noting that while Benin’s laws 

do not explicitly criminalize homosexuality, 

the absence of specific legal protections 

regularly exposes LGBTQ+ individuals 

to attacks. This was evident in recent 

controversies surrounding the inclusion of 

homosexuality in school curricula.

A social media post by Beninese teacher 

Thierry Dovonou circulated widely in the 

country. In his post, he appealed to certain 

public figures for help and stated, in his 

own words, “[...] to introduce notions of 

homosexuality in Year 8, [...] is to commit an 

extremely serious act, [...] [at] the age of 11-

13 children are psychologically fragile”. This 

publication sparked many reactions within 

Beninese society.

1 Post on the o�cial Facebook account of Boni Yayi, October 26, 2023

Former President Boni Yayi also publicly 

condemned same-sex relationships, 

garnering significant support on social 

media, particularly on his Facebook page. 

The post1 received over 6,000 likes, 911 

comments, and was shared 447 times. 

Among the comments, one user wrote: “This 

is a very, very good initiative. We admire you 

greatly for this fight […] Never, ever will we 

accept our nation being transformed […] we 

must defend our values, our identity.”

In response to such attacks, the national 

LGBTQ+ movement issued a statement 

denouncing these remarks and reaffirming 

its support for a community that is already 

deeply marginalized.

In conclusion, the situation of sexual 

minorities in Benin is shaped by cultural, 

religious, and social factors. The process of 

social change towards greater acceptance 

of LGBTQ+ individuals is complex and takes 

time. Despite progress made on social media, 

significant challenges persist, highlighting 

the conflict between cultural traditions and 

the pursuit of equality and recognition of 

fundamental rights. Activists, both local 

and international, continue their efforts, but 

much work remains to be done to advance 

LGBTQ+ rights and equality in Benin and 

across Francophone Africa. It is also crucial 

to acknowledge that using social media to 

address these issues carries risks, including 

the potential for online harassment or real-

life repercussions.
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W
hy are we still at the stage of 

collecting 5,000 FCFA or 3,500 FCFA 

to support an LGBTQI community 

member in Côte d’Ivoire? Worse still, why are 

we waiting for funders to step in before we 

take action to save the lives of our peers?

It is important to look back on the origins 

of the LGBTQI movement in Côte d’Ivoire. 

In this country, everything began around 

thirty years ago. It started with the idea of 

gathering at the home of a fellow community 

member, someone who had a place of their 

own, whether it was a makeshift shelter, a 

rented apartment, or simply a space where, 

as we say, “they had the keys to their own 

door.” These gatherings created spaces 

where attendees could freely express their 

gender without fear of judgment, wearing 

a headscarf, wrapping a pagne, putting on 

makeup, and so on. For the duration of these 

meetings, people could live more fully: using 

the pronouns they felt most comfortable 

with, speaking openly about sexuality, and 

simply being themselves.

There were parties, agapes1, conversations, 

and spaces created to allow community 

members to come together with others 

facing similar challenges. At the time, there 

were several groups: Barbara’s group, Félix’s 

group, and Cyriaque’s group. However, all 

the groups knew each other and operated in 

much the same way.

Meetups usually took place on Sundays, and 

sometimes on Saturdays. The idea was to 

gather and chat, catch up on one another’s 

lives, and share updates over a communal 

1  Agape : love feast, unselfish love of one person for another without sexual implications; brotherly love. (dictionary.com)

meal called Daga-bâ or Gba-bâ. People also 

organized “shows” to celebrate, socialize, 

and meet others.

After each gathering, a small contribution 

was collected for the association’s communal 

fund. This contribution wasn’t mandatory, but 

the money raised helped cover emergencies 

when they arose. That’s how the movement 

functioned during that time.

Then, in the early 2000s, came the period 

when many associations began formalizing 

into NGOs. This was seen as an alternative to 

ensure that part of the LGBTQI community 

could receive support, particularly in relation 

to sexually transmitted infections (STIs) 

and HIV/AIDS. The reality was stark: many 

of us were dying, mostly due to a lack of 

information. By the late 2000s, the race for 

funding had begun. We had to secure funds 

for the fight against STIs and HIV/AIDS.

To do so, we accepted almost anything, even 

approaches that didn’t necessarily serve 

the community’s best interests, because we 

needed to make the movement visible and 

become the “darling” of donors and other 

technical and financial partners. This funding 

indeed helped respond to the urgent needs 

of the time, especially the wave of deaths 

linked to the lack of STI and HIV/AIDS 

awareness. However, the earlier Daga-bâ and 

Gba-bâ gatherings disappeared, replaced by 

activities focused on distributing condoms 

and lubricant.

The “shows” still exist, but have had to be 

renamed and reimagined. This gave rise to 

entertainment-based activities centered 

on education, particularly around STIs and 

HIV/AIDS, such as awareness-raising and 

screening campaigns. Today, these activities 

receive little to no support from financial 

partners within the Ivorian system.

Community conversations (causeries) still 

happen, but they too have lost their original 

nature. Discussions now focus almost 

exclusively on HIV and STI-related topics, 

such as how to use condoms and other 

prevention methods. But when do we offer 

young people real education about living as 

LGBTQI individuals?

Today, some organizations have managed 

to negotiate salaries, but only for technical 

staff or leadership. Field actors such as peer 

educators and community counselors barely 

receive the Ivorian minimum wage, 75,000 

FCFA. This wage gap is upheld by certain 

leaders who, instead of promoting equity to 

achieve equality, reinforce marginalization 

and discrimination within the movement.

Membership contributions have continued 

and are now mandatory, as organizations 

have adopted formal statutes and internal 

regulations that clearly state this obligation. 

Additionally, members of organizations who 

participate in an activity where they receive 

financial compensation are required to give 

10% of that amount back to the organization’s 

coffers. This practice has been ongoing for 

over ten years now. So the question remains: 

what is being done with all these funds?

In the years to come, it is time to rethink the 

movement by returning to its core values or 

by intentionally integrating African values 

such as solidarity and mutual aid. Upholding 

and honoring these values will only be 

effective if we have the resources to support 

them. So, where can these funds come from? 

They already exist: the 10% contributions we 

collect must be put to good use. We must 

create genuine, well-managed solidarity or 

emergency funds, with clear transparency 

and accountability.

We must also put people at the center of 

everything we do. We are a community-

based movement, working in the field 

of human rights. That means we must 

bring conversations about the well-

being of our teams and communities 

to the table with donors and other 

partners, and we IM-PE-RA-TI-VE-

LY need to make health insurance a 

non-negotiable part of our funding 

proposals.
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T
he history of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex, and queer 

(LGBTIQ+) movement in Africa offers 

valuable lessons and insights to shape the 

future of movement activism and advocacy 

in the region. 

West Africa has a rich history of resilience, 

challenges, and progress, continuously 

shaped by activist groups, anti-rights groups, 

and sappers1, who have actively worked to 

sabotage our efforts over the years. With 

16 countries in the region, the specific 

experiences of LGBTIQ+-led organizations, 

movements, and coalitions have varied 

widely.

Numerous past experiences and moments 

have shaped and governed how LGBTIQ+ 

movements operate to ensure a positive 

future for the community at large within the 

region. 

Community existence and visibility in the 

past were only known to a few persons 

within a particular territory or location due to 

fear of being exposed to the public. People 

are known to be extremely homophobic 

when issues of LGBTIQ+ people are raised or 

discussed. Yet, currently, we notice a more 

inclusive society where LGBTIQ+ issues 

are discussed openly, even with the media. 

This clearly shows how the community has 

advocated positively for our opinions to be 

heard in society, even though most often, 

positive results are not immediately visible. 

1  “Sappers” refers to individuals or groups that deliberately attempt to weaken, undermine, or obstruct 
activism and advocacy e�orts by human rights activists.

This brings to mind the issue of public 

gatherings, where members of the 

community meet up at locations tagged as 

“safe spaces” to hold meetings, events, and 

other activities but receive negative backlash 

from the public. Even though safe spaces 

were initially not entirely accommodating 

due to communities’ financial constraints, 

several engagements with allies resulted 

in them using their positions to facilitate 

access for the community to some of these 

locations. 

Community mobilization towards 

empowerment, education, and social 

interventions has increased in the past 

and become easier over time. In the past, 

community members and allies found it 

difficult to openly mobilize leaders and 

individuals in forums, meetings, or even 

training due to the myths and misconceptions 

society generally shared on LGBTIQ+ issues. 

In our current societies, it is becoming easier 

due to access to advanced technology such 

as the internet, mobile phones, laptops, etc., 

as it allows community leaders to mobilize 

without moving from one place to another 

to share information. 

Another factor to examine critically is the 

emergence of LGBTIQ+-led organizations, 

movements, and networks that were not in 

place in the past. For over 15 years now within 

the West African movement, the emergence 

and management of organizations working 

and advocating for the rights of LGBTIQ+ 

communities have considerably grown. 

These groups have provided different levels 

of support - raising awareness, challenging 

discrimination, and changing narratives. 

They have identified the needs of LGBTIQ+ 

persons and are working towards ensuring 

their documentation, as it will help them 

provide better services for the community in 

the future, ensuring that the human rights 

and dignity of all marginalized groups and 

persons are upheld. It will also be kept as 

archives we can look back on in the future. 

These movements and organizations 

continue to face increased human rights 

violations due to the false narratives 

spread by anti-gender and anti-LGBTIQ+ 

movements and groups, including religious 

and traditional leaders, the media, influential 

persons, and other actors. Regardless, the 

movements grow stronger, thanks to the 

passion and unity of the wider community, 

activists, advocates, and allies leading the 

fight for justice, equality, protection, etc. 

LGBTIQ+ movements have engaged at 

national, regional, and international levels to 

advocate and speak up against the colonial-

era and new laws criminalizing LGBTIQ+ 

persons and activities. The movement’s 

power, knowledge, and connections increase 

daily, bringing more legal recognition, 

respect, and inclusion for sexual and gender 

minorities, with some progress recorded in 

the acknowledgment of their rights. Some 

of these regional engagements have been 

successful in a few African countries like 

South Africa and Kenya but are extremely 

challenging for West African countries. 

Countries like Ghana, Ivory Coast, and 

Nigeria are critically considered when 

planning regional LGBT-led dialogues and 

organizing meetings. The community has 

so far managed to withstand backlash, legal 

obstacles, and political challenges while 

continuously working to develop better 

strategies for challenging the draconian laws 

targeting LGBTIQ+ people in the sub-region. 

In the past, attitudes outside and within 

Africa towards the LGBTIQ+ community have 

varied significantly from country to country 

and even within regions. This is because 

some of these countries have more tolerant 

attitudes, while others exhibit varying 

degrees of hostility and discrimination. 

Presently, homophobic actions have 

worsened due to the existence of colonial-

era laws and/or new anti-LGBT laws being 

introduced or passed depending on the 

West African country’s context to criminalize 

LGBTIQ+ persons. 

The struggles and progress of LGBTIQ+ 

activism in West Africa continue to grow due 

to political tensions arising from divergent 

views, goals, visions, and interventions by 

various groups across the region. Despite 

these challenges, activists and organizations 

remain steadfast in their commitment to 

pushing for change that will shape a brighter 

future for sexual and gender minorities.
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Fundraising to support the work of these 

organizations and activists within the sub-

region has seen progress compared to the 

past, however, the movement is still largely 

underfunded. In the past, it was almost 

impossible to raise funds to support the work 

done by LGBTIQ+ movements and activists, 

but now, substantial funding support comes 

from international spaces, embassies, allies, 

and digital crowdfunding. 

This funding has sped up the work and 

has influenced the direction of goals and 

interventions done within society to change 

wrong narratives and push for a positive 

agenda. While some West African countries, 

particularly francophone ones, remain 

underfunded due to language barriers, 

geographic locations, limited capacities, and 

sometimes donor restrictions, the future 

looks promising as donors are increasingly 

willing to support them. This has, in turn, 

increased the need to strengthen the 

organisational and financial capacities of 

LGBTIQ+ organisations. 

The experiences of activists and 

organizations in West Africa are entirely 

diverse, and the progress varies from one 

country to another. While there have been 

significant challenges, the resilience and 

determination of activists have contributed 

to raising awareness and identifying the 

right strategies for proactively advocating 

for LGBTIQ+ people in the sub-region. For 

the future, we must take into consideration 

all our collective weaknesses, especially 

language injustice, organizational hazards, 

and other pressing needs, to ensure there 

are ways to mitigate these barriers hindering 

our overall progress. 

The journey of the LGBTIQ+ communities in 

West Africa is a huge testament to struggles, 

resilience, strength, and passion despite 

the legal and societal barriers. Activists and 

community members have created spaces 

rooted in courage, solidarity, creativity, 

adaptability, and flexibility. Spaces that 

support ongoing efforts and sacrifices. As 

the West African community continues to 

navigate through uncertainty, their collective 

strength lights a path of hope, inclusion, and 

justice, serving as a reminder that even in 

the most challenging spaces, advocacy as a 

tool can inspire and bring a transformative 

change. 
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AND NOW
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T
he past gives us patterns that lead to 

our present, and our present forms 

our future. Most people are looking to 

see what the future holds, trying to peer into 

it or escape into it, but what we really should 

be trying to do is to learn from the past to 

enable and encourage living meaningfully in 

the present. That is the only way to ensure 

a pleasant future where we can be true to 

ourselves, and only when we are true can we 

really be free, and only then can we really live.

 

I was 22 when I was outed to my family 

as queer, a woman who was attracted to 

women in the same way a man would be 

attracted to women. It was that same year 

that a very close family member first told me 

that if I chose to marry a woman, they would 

still pray for me, still think of me, and still 

wish me well. However, they wouldn’t feel 

comfortable visiting me or being as active in 

my life, because that way of life is different, 

strange, and unusual in our culture. I was 

also advised that such a way of life would 

be best lived far from Nigeria, somewhere 

my children, if I decided to have any, would 

be seen as normal. Somewhere women can 

safely be with women. 

In retrospect, I know that the advice came 

from a good place, from wanting me to be 

safe, but I couldn’t help but think about 

what a Nigeria where it is not dangerous, 

disgraceful, or taboo to be homosexual 

would look like, a Nigeria where being gay 

is normal and accepted. What would it feel 

like to tell your African mother, father, and 

1  Kimuhu, A. W. (2023, March 23). Fake history, misunderstanding colonial legacies, and the demonization of homosexuality in Africa. 
democracyinafrica.org. https://democracyinafrica.org/fake-history-misunderstanding-colonial-legacies-and-the-demonization-of-
homosexuality-in-africa/
2  Murray, S. O., & Roscoe, W. (Eds.). (1998). Boy-Wives and Female Husbands: Studies in African Homosexualities. State University of New 
York Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.18473015

siblings as a woman, about the wonderful 

partner you have found who is also a woman? 

What would it feel like to be able to freely 

perform a queer traditional marriage and 

have everyone in the family join in rejoicing 

because it is just like any other marriage? 

What would it feel like to claim a woman as 

my person in public, hold her hand, and even 

kiss her without worrying about our safety?

I think a lot about how homophobia in Africa 

restricts my queer expression and that of so 

many other queer people around me, and how 

freely we would all live if homosexuality was 

not seen as un-African in our society. I think 

a lot about how different my life would be if 

I were born into an Africa where queerness 

is seen as African and homophobia is an un-

African phenomenon.

These thoughts first drove me to do some 

proper research on a fateful Saturday 

morning. Two works that stuck with me were 

the article “Fake History, Misunderstanding 

Colonial Legacies, and the Demonization 

of Homosexuality in Africa”1 by Aileen 

Waitaaga Kimuhu and the book Boy Wives 

and Female Husbands: Studies in African 

Homosexualities2 by Stephen O. Murray 

and Will Roscoe. These writings gave me a 

glimpse into African history, where I could 

see clearly and discover for sure that it was, 

in fact, homophobia that was imported to 

Africa, not homosexuality.

A specific story in Boy Wives and Female 

Husbands struck me as peculiar, one of a 

“crazy man” near Nasir in Sudan who dressed 

like a woman, and eventually “became a 

woman”. Interestingly, the prophet of Deng 

in that community was consulted and even 

agreed to change “his status”. The prophet 

was said to have consulted the spirits and 

concluded that the man was in fact a woman, 

so she could continue living and dressing like 

a woman; her pronoun “he” became “she”, 

and she was allowed to marry a husband. 

This beautiful example of queer existence 

and acceptance is one of many proofs today 

that queerness existed and was accepted 

across Africa. We can learn from this today, 

to be open, to be accepting, to be willing to 

understand the realities of both people like 

us and people different from us. 

3  See https://www.queensu.ca/history/people/epprecht-marc

A homophobia-free Africa existed before, 

which means that it can exist again because 

research and documentation of findings 

regarding sexuality and gender in Africa 

demonstrate more tolerance of gender and 

sexual diversity in pre-colonial Africa. It was 

the colonizers who introduced Christianity 

and the concept of the heteronormative 

nuclear family, that also introduced 

intolerance towards queerness. 

Most of our queer history and culture were 

not properly preserved through writing, art, 

or other forms of creation in a way that truly 

reflects our reality. Instead, we know history 

as it was taught by colonial masters. This 

is demonstrated in the most widespread 

fallacy that “homosexuality is un-African”. 

The works of Marc Epprecht3 reveal that 

queer living was normal across precolonial 

Africa. Homosexuality existed and was only 

denied out of apprehension or desire to 

protect the community when inquired about 

by foreigners, and with time, this denial 

turned into forgetfulness, generation after 

generation. When people started to hide and 

forget that homosexuality was part of our 

culture, it became stigmatized, especially 

with the introduction of Christianity, which 

spread the idea that homosexuality was an 

unclean, savage practice. 

Our colonizers sold us the story of one 

monolithic Africa where heterosexuality 

and monogamy became the standard when 

in reality the continent was diverse and 

filled with different cultures, some of which 

included homosexuality, queerness, and 

gender fluidity. To this effect, we should learn 
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to not shy away from our queerness, to not speak about it in 

hushed tones, to not hide our very nature from our children, 

to not buy into the bigoted ideology that to express our 

queerness is to corrupt the coming generations, because to 

do all this is to deny our humanity and the fact that at the 

core of humanity lays diversity. 

I draw a powerful lesson from our past in this regard, a lesson 

I think we should all note and keep in our hearts, a lesson we 

should share, a lesson in telling our stories and documenting 

our lives as a form of mobilizing and supporting the LGBTIQ 

movement across Africa, both now and in the future. Our 

stories are only denied when they aren’t told, written, 

and preserved. Our stories only end without precedence 

and continuity. As simple as it may sound, the power of 

representation translates to inclusion and our queerness 

being seen as African and natural as it is. 

This is why I am writing this, this is why I am contributing 

my quota and marking my existence as a sapphic woman 

living in Nigeria. I exist, we exist, and we will always exist. 

Writing these stories of our queerness was important then 

and is even more important now. I look forward to a future 

in Africa where queerness flourishes and blooms as much as 

heterosexuality does, and so should you.
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URIOKE: A NEW DAWN 
FOR LGBTQI LIBERATION 
IN WEST AFRICA
Oghenefejiro Faeyfaeyy Adjerhore
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“Urioke” is an Urhobo* word that means 

“morning”. I love mornings. Mornings are a 

reminder that the time draws ever nearer for 

LGBT+ liberation. In the heart of West Africa, 

morning emerges for LGBTQI individuals. 

People like Aunty, who lived openly since I was 

7, people like Tobi, who was disowned at 16 

after he was “kitoed”1 and outed to his family, 

people like Adaora, who screams and shouts 

with their art that QUEER LIVES MATTER, 

people like me, and everyone else who has 

long fought for recognition, acceptance, and 

their rightful place in society. I stand here as 

a 28-year-old Nigerian, once deeply rooted 

in religious faith, now estranged from my 

tightly knit extended family, abandoned by 

friends, and shunned by the very religious 

organization that once gave my life purpose. 

On this morning, allow me to take you 

through three gates - the past, today, and 

the one called the future. In these gates lie 

reflection and reclamation.

GATE 1: LOOKING BACK

A Struggle for Acceptance

In the past, LGBTQI individuals in West 

Africa faced numerous challenges. The legal 

landscape was hostile, with many countries 

in the region having laws that criminalized 

homosexuality. These laws not only 

perpetuated fear but also provided a legal 

basis for discrimination and persecution. 

The prevailing stigma surrounding LGBTQI 

identities forced many to lead double lives, 

concealing their true selves for fear of 

retribution. I was a Jehovah’s Witness when 

everyone was watching, but as soon as I was 

sure they looked the other way, I wanted to 

die in the arms of another boy. This created 

1  Nigerian slang referring to the act of pretending to be part of the LGBTQI community on dating apps or social media to lure other 
LGBTQI persons and blackmail them.

a culture of silence, where individuals like me 

grappled with the choice between authentic 

self-expression and conformity to religion.

I had been a devoted Jehovah’s Witness for 

more than two decades, and the conflict 

between practicing my faith and living my 

truth was agonizing. The faith I had been 

raised in taught me that being LGBTQI was 

incompatible with its beliefs, forcing me to 

make an excruciating decision. Ultimately, 

I chose to embrace my true self, a decision 

that led to my estrangement from my family, 

the loss of friends, and expulsion from the 

religious community that had once provided 

purpose in my life.

In these challenging times, it was in the 

LGBTQI community that I found strength 

and solidarity. We formed small, tight-knit 

groups that offered support, understanding, 

and a sanctuary where we could be authentic 

without fear of judgment. I still remember the 

joy I felt when I first found out that there were 

other people like me in their numbers. It was 

at a party one of the boys I had met online 

had invited me to. Oh, how I danced more 

than David did! Discovering that there were 

others like me was a moment of sheer joy, a 

sense of belonging that helped us combat 

the isolation that accompanies rejection. 

Together, we embarked on a journey towards 

acceptance and equality.

GATE 2: TODAY

Progress and Challenges

In recent years, the LGBTQI movement in 

West Africa has achieved significant progress. 

Advocacy organizations, both local and 

international, have emerged to champion 

LGBTQI rights. These organizations work 

tirelessly to amplify our voices, mobilize 

resources, and push for legal reforms to 

decriminalize homosexuality and protect 

LGBTQI individuals from discrimination.

Social media has been a powerful tool for 

increasing visibility. It has allowed us to 

connect with like-minded individuals, share 

stories, and build a sense of community. It 

has also served as a platform for activism 

and education, challenging stereotypes and 

harmful beliefs. The LGBTQI movement is 

now more connected and visible than ever 

before, and we are harnessing the power of 

technology to promote our cause.

2  In Ghana, the Proper Human Sexual Rights and Ghanaian Family Values bill is considered as one of the most draconian anti-LGBT laws. 
It was passed by the parliament in 2024 and is waiting to be signed by the President since then to come into e�ect. It would impose up to 
three years in prison for people identifying as LGBT and up to five years for forming or funding LGBT groups.
3  This refers to the prison term of 14 years prescribed for those convicted of same-sex relations by Nigeria’s Same Sex Marriage 
Prohibition Act. 

However, we also face challenges. 

Fundamentalist and anti-LGBTQI groups 

have been on the rise, further complicating 

our struggle. A pertinent example of this can 

be observed in the current events unfolding 

in Ghana2. In West Africa, LGBTQI rights are 

now viewed as anti-African. I still remember 

the police officers who profiled me and 

threatened to deal with me and my ‘homo’ 

if I didn’t give them money. That morning 

still scares me. Or was it the neighbor who 

said “14 years”3 is my portion? Now, more 

than ever before, the battle for our dignity 

and freedom has intensified, requiring us to 

strategize and unite.

Presently, the LGBTQI community 

mobilization in West Africa is marked by both 

resilience and vulnerability. Our movement 

is decentralized and relies heavily on digital 

platforms to connect and organize. This 

poses challenges due to the risks of exposure 

and discrimination. Yet, we continue to 

advocate for our rights, seeking legal and 

social recognition and working to change 

public perceptions.
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GATE 3: THE FUTURE

Hope, Goals, and Aspirations

As we look ahead, my vision for the future 

is one of hope and determination. I envision 

a West Africa where no one should have 

to choose between their spirituality and 

sexuality. I envision a West Africa where 

LGBTQI individuals can live authentically 

without fear of persecution or discrimination. 

To realize this vision, we have clear goals 

and aspirations. First and foremost, we will 

continue advocating for legal changes that 

protect LGBTQI rights. This includes pushing 

for the decriminalization of homosexuality 

and the enactment of anti-discrimination 

laws. We will also engage in educational 

campaigns aimed at challenging stereotypes, 

prejudices, and harmful beliefs that persist 

in society.

To strengthen our cause, we will foster 

alliances with other social justice movements, 

recognizing the importance of a united front 

in creating a more inclusive and equitable 

society. Mental health support for LGBTQI 

individuals facing isolation, rejection, and 

trauma will also be a priority, ensuring that 

they have the resources to navigate the 

challenges they may encounter.

Our journey may be long and challenging, 

but the strength we draw from our history 

and the unity we forge today will lead us to a 

more inclusive and equitable tomorrow. We 

are committed to advocating for the dignity 

and freedom of LGBTQI individuals across 

the region, working towards a West Africa 

where love, acceptance, and justice prevail 

for all, regardless of sexual orientation or 

gender identity. Together, we will rise, and 

Urioke - the morning of LGBTQI liberation 

in West Africa - will become a reality. Until 

then, I will continue watching birds fly, as I 

continue to sing one of my favourite songs: 

“Urioke, the day is bright and fair; 
a new day has come. 

Urioke, I’m leaving my past behind; 
tomorrow is the future, and today 
is brighter. 

Urioke, the morning has come.” 

* The Urhobo language is spoken by the 

Urhobos, one of the ethnic groups in Delta 

State in Southern Nigeria.
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THE REFLECTION OF 
OUR LIFE
Rachel Petrova

Everyone wants to change the world, but few are willing to change themselves.

The past of our LGBTQI+ community holds both joyful and painful memories. We have 

heard and witnessed tragic events and situations that sometimes happened because of our 

naivety or neglect.

Today, many of us are learning from those past experiences and choosing to move forward 

with greater awareness and peace of mind. We will do everything we can to ensure that 

future generations are proud of our struggle.

The future is simply a continuation of life. And if we want to leave our mark, we must begin 

by transforming ourselves to build a brighter world that benefits us all, personally and 

collectively.

I love my LGBTQI+ community.
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THE HIDDEN REALITIES 
BEHIND SENEGAL’S 
RECENT DECLINE IN HIV 
RATES
sali�13
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I
n Senegal, the epidemiological profile 

of HIV has shifted from a generalized 

epidemic to a concentrated one. In other 

words, there is now a downward trend in HIV 

infection among the general population 

(0.4%), but a surge among key populations: 

27.6% among men who have sex with men 

and 5.6% among female sex workers1.

The World Health Organization had already 

raised the alarm in a July 2014 press release2 

stressing: “Studies indicate that women sex 

workers are 14 times more likely to have HIV 

than other women, men who have sex with 

men are 19 times more likely to have HIV than 

the general population, and transgender 

women are almost 50 times more likely to 

have HIV than other adults. For people who 

inject drugs, studies show the risks of HIV 

infection can be also 50 times higher than 

the general population.”

1  Data presented in the 2021 annual report of the Conseil national de lutte contre le SIDA du Sénégal (Senegal’s National AIDS Control 
Council) (CNLS) and taken from the Spectrum software, which provides country-by-country estimates of the HIV prevalence rate.
2  “WHO: People most at risk of HIV are not getting the health services they need”, press release, World Health Organization, July 11, 2014

The rise in HIV infections among key 

populations can be traced back to the 

blatant violations of human rights faced by 

LGBTQ individuals.

Senegal is marked by widespread 

homophobia that poses a serious threat to 

the LGBTQI community. The community is 

frequently targeted, subjected to numerous 

acts of violence at the community level, 

many of which go unpunished. One stark 

example is the exhumation and incineration 

of the body of a presumed homosexual man 

in Kaolack (on October 28, 2023), after the 

body was rejected from the cemeteries in 

Touba and later buried discreetly and almost 

clandestinely in Léona, Kaolack.

In addition, the way media and public 

discourse handle LGBTQ-related issues is 

deeply problematic and often sparks witch 

hunts. This contributes to a climate of silence 

among civil society organizations working 

on HIV, many of which have included the 

promotion of a supportive environment for 

the HIV/AIDS response and the protection 

of human rights for marginalized groups in 

their funding strategies.

The silence of these organizations, whether 

as a strategic choice or out of fear of 

confronting Senegal’s extreme homophobia, 

deserves critical reflection, especially given 

how dangerous the current context is for the 

LGBTQI community.

Moreover, the threat posed by religious 

activists who publicly share the names 

of alleged (or confirmed) LGBTQ leaders 

is driving many of these leaders and the 

younger generation into illegal migration.

Homophobia in Senegal is a significant, 

though often overlooked, factor in the rise of 

irregular migration. While reliable statistics 

are still hard to come by, it is clear that the 

threat of retaliation, rejection by family, lack 

of access to healthcare, and the stigma and 

discrimination faced in service spaces all 

contribute to placing LGBTQ individuals at 

the forefront of this desperate, often deadly, 

migration.

While HIV infection remains, in general, 

a highly stigmatized condition, leading 

those living with the virus to face exclusion 

and discrimination, this stigma is even 

more pronounced among key populations. 

These individuals experience compounded 

vulnerability due to their dual status as 

people living with HIV and as MSM, sex 

workers, or people who inject drugs. From a 

legal standpoint, sex workers appear to have 

the most protection under Law No. 66-21 of 

February 1, 1966, despite its limitations. In 

contrast, men who have sex with men face 

a legal vacuum combined with repressive 

policies. The stigma, discrimination, and 

threat of criminal prosecution faced by 

key populations are serious barriers to 

their ability to access quality, rights-based 

healthcare.

As a result, these precarious situations are 

likely to lead to a disproportionately high 

rate of HIV infection within these groups. 

While this elevated risk is shared across all 

key populations, it is compounded by legal 

and social issues specific to each group. In 

addition, HIV-related services targeting key 

populations remain largely insufficient and 

poorly adapted to their needs.

From a human rights perspective, 

homosexuality, drug use, and sex work are 

still heavily stigmatized in society. Legal 

restrictions and strong social condemnation 

force these key populations into hiding, one 

of the most visible consequences of which 

is unequal access to healthcare. This reality 

makes it difficult to implement effective 

prevention, treatment, care, and support 

programs for the populations most affected 

by the epidemic.

In short, in Senegal, the rise of anti-gender 

movements is severely restricting LGBTQ 

individuals’ access to healthcare and 

suffocating any possibility of a human 

rights-based HIV response, fueling the surge 

in infections among this group. The silence 

of civil society organizations in the face of 

this reality offers little hope for progress. It is 

part of what places the LGBTQ community at 

the center of irregular migration.
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Your opinion matters. Thank you for 
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The ISDAO Team

INITIATIVE SANKOFA D’AFRIQUE DE L’OUEST

ISDAO is an activist-led fund dedicated 

to building a West African movement that 

advocates for sexual diversity and sexual rights 

through a flexible approach to grantmaking and 

strengthening a culture of philanthropy that 

promotes human rights and social justice.
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