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O
VER the past two months nearly
142 000 people from 163 countries
around the globe have signed a
petition started by two Cape Town

activists, Billi du Preez and Ndumie Funda,
calling on Minister of Justice Jeff Radebe
to declare corrective rape a hate crime.

Trying to address a rising tide of vio-
lence and homophobic attacks, the petition
is already the most successful campaign on
Change.org, an online activism platform
for social change. 

Corrective rape is a daily nightmare
and fact of life for lesbians in our town-
ships. It describes a widely-held belief that
targeted sexual violence or rape of gay
women or women suspected of being gay
can “cure” them, transform them, or make
them “straight”.

According to LulekiSizwe, a small non-
profit organisation founded in 2007 by
Funda and named after two women who
died after corrective rapes, 510 women
report being the victims of corrective rape
in South Africa each year. 

What’s more, every week more than
10 lesbians are raped in Cape Town, and
over the past decade 31 lesbians have been
murdered in a country where only a frac-
tion of rapes are reported and a fraction of
these lead to conviction.

The LulekiSizwe petition was moti-
vated by an attack on a Gugulethu woman,
Millicent Gaika, who told a Cape Town
court in November how she was beaten
and raped for five hours by a man who 
had said he wanted to “turn her into 
a woman”. 

Gaika said the man had told her: “I
know you are a lesbian. You are not 
a man, you think you are, but I am going to
show you, you are a woman!” She added
that that her attacker had “acted like an
animal”, wanting to kill her. 

Next month, the accused, Andile
Ngcoza, will tell the court his side of the
story. However, Funda and Gaika were
forced into hiding last year when Ngcoza
violated his bail conditions and threatened
their lives. He was rearrested but released
on bail of R60.

While Ngcoza was free to roam the
streets, Funda was unprotected and furi-
ous: “I just thought enough is enough, and
decided to start the petition. We want a mil-
lion signatures and we’re going to get
them. We’re talking about people’s lives
here. Lesbians need to be free, safe and pro-
tected like everyone else. Something needs
to be done urgently.” 

Fortunately, Gaika survived to tell her
tale. Other women, such as Sizakele Sigasa,
a renowned gay and women’s rights
activist and HIV campaigner, her partner,
Salome Masooa, and Eudy Simelane were
not as lucky. 

Sigasa and Masooa were found in the
veld in Meadowlands in 2007 after being
gang-raped and tortured before being tied
with their underwear and shot in 
the head. 

Simelane, a former Banyana Banyana

football star and a vocal gay rights activist,
was murdered after being gang-raped and
beaten before being stabbed 25 times in the
face, chest and legs. 

Their fate is not unique. 
Earlier this month, Constitutional

Court Justice Edwin Cameron tried to
draw attention to this horrific crime that is
reaching epidemic proportions in the rape
capital of the world.

In a much-publicised letter to Ross Gar-
land, producer of the movie Spud,

Cameron objected to statements by “The
Guv”, John Cleese’s bigoted celluloid char-
acter, saying he had “nothing against les-
bians” but would like to give them all 
“a jolly good rogering”.

As Judge Cameron legitimately pointed
out, the impulse to give lesbians a “jolly
good rogering” is imperilling the lives of
lesbians throughout the country and
appears to have resulted in several brutal

murders. To township lesbians it is a con-
stant and benighted horror.

The subsequent brouhaha over whether
the judge’s reaction was too politically cor-
rect, hypersensitive, undermined freedom
of expression and whether The Guv was
an authentic depiction of a character in
historical context whose homophobic ram-
blings might drive men to rape, deflects
attention from the real issue – that correc-
tive rape is a heinous crime constituting a
serious human rights abuse that is almost
unheard of, mostly unrecognised and usu-
ally unpunished.

Take, for example, the case of Bridget
Makhonza, a 38-year-old lesbian survivor
of an attempted corrective rape that
almost destroyed her and her family. 

As Bridget tells it, her life spiralled 
out of control unexpectedly one summer
afternoon in 2002 while she and her part-
ner were visiting her sister in Pimville:

“We were watching TV when a guy we’d
never seen before arrived and started ques-
tioning us about our sexuality. He believed
‘we needed a man’ and that he’d be the one
to change us. Then he got drunk, aggres-
sive, attacked us and stabbed my partner in
the neck.

“There was a lot of blood and I realised
this was war. I grabbed a steel pipe lying in
the yard to defend us, hit him hard and he
passed out. I ran to the neighbours to
phone an ambulance and my sister ran to
the police station with another guy. Both of
them saw what happened. There were
witnesses. 

“I believed I was defending myself from
a rapist with a gun and tried to fight him
off. The family said I started the fight, but
the guy didn’t even lay charges – his aun-
tie, the landlady, did. I still don’t know his
name. His auntie opened a case of mali-
cious damage to property and I paid two

fines of R1 400 and R4 000.”
Unfortunately, this wasn’t the end of the

matter. The following week matters snow-
balled: the landlady laid further charges of
armed robbery against Bridget, maintain-
ing that she had returned with a gun and
demanded her money back. Adamant that
she wasn’t guilty and with little faith in
legal aid, Bridget hired her own attorney.
Nonetheless, on July 11, 2002, she was
found guilty of robbery and remanded to
custody to await sentencing. 

After nine months awaiting trial in Sun
City, she was convicted in 2003 and given 
a 10-year sentence. “None of my three wit-
nesses were called. My case wasn’t even
investigated.”

Having served three and a half years in
jail, the feisty Makhonza took matters into
her own hands, conducted her own appeal
and was acquitted by a full Bench. 

“It took 10 minutes. I was innocent all

along,” she says resignedly.
“Lesbians are often attacked, raped and

targeted by angry, threatened men trying
to prove something. 

“They believe it’s their duty to prove
that you need a real man. The perpetrator
is seldom arrested in cases involving les-
bian women and the cases usually remain
unsolved. 

“Neither the police nor the community
take us seriously which is why South
African women don’t bother to report rape.
I felt helpless, confused and angry. Though
my partner was badly injured, she thought
opening a case would be a waste of time
because the police would take the guy’s
side. In the end, she couldn’t face it.”

Though South Africa was the first
African country to legalise same-sex mar-
riage and the constitution recognises the
rights of gay people, the legal system does
not view crimes against gays and lesbians
on the basis of sexual orientation as hate
crimes. 

A 2009 report by international NGO
ActionAid, backed by the SA Human
Rights Commission, lends credence to
Bridget’s story and the increasing number
of similar reports. 

It calls for South Africa’s criminal jus-
tice system to categorise corrective rape as
a hate crime to force police to take action. 

How many more violent crimes must be
committed before the government listens
to activists such as Ndumie Funda and
Billi du Preez? 

To date, according to Funda, Radebe has
not responded to their petition, e-mails or
request for a meeting. 

Clearly, the fight against bigotry and
prejudice is not over in post-apartheid
South Africa. 
● Carolyn Raphaely is a member of the
Wits Justice Project which investigates
miscarriages of justice.

JANET SMITH

FOR 13 YEARS, Johnny Issel was silent,
but that didn’t mean he was quiet. Far
from it. A secret life had made him louder
than ever.

Banned by the apartheid government
in the early 1970s, Issel’s first chance to
speak openly again came only in April
1986. Then Minister of Law and Order
Louis le Grange had announced at the end
of March that a Supreme Court ruling
confirmed that orders against him, fellow
Cape Town community leader Trevor
Manuel and others, had been thrown out.

But after Issel arrived for his first pub-
lic speaking engagement at a Free Man-
dela rally at Westridge Civic Centre in
Mitchells Plain, about three dozen police
rolled up in nine Casspirs and several
vans, wielding sjamboks and shotguns.
They watched as he took the microphone. 

It was already emotional. Issel had
been met with a tumultuous standing ova-
tion from thousands.

“The courts are in disarray,” he railed,
against the rustling of uniforms and the
clank of weapons being cocked. “The
Security Police are confused and apart-
heid has very few friends today.” 

Issel condemned PW Botha’s racist
government for being “generally bank-
rupt”. When he finished speaking, he got
a second standing ovation. Young people
rushed towards him and draped the flag of
the banned ANC over his shoulders.

It didn’t take long before the cops
charged. The crowd surged. Manuel, then
United Democratic Front (UDF) secre-
tary for the Western Cape and Jan van
Eck of the Progressive Federal Party’s
unrest monitoring committee had to
urgently negotiate. But all around them
was the truth: Issel was a hero. The people
loved him. 

For the Cape Town revolutionary, who
died of heart failure at Groote Schuur
Hospital in Cape Town on Sunday, this
was his life. A listed person, he had only
just been released from another period in
detention, held under the terrors of Sec-
tion 29 of the Internal Security Act. 

Banned four times in 13 years, his preg-
nant wife Zubeida Jaffer – a journalist and
trade unionist – had also been in det-
ention, and the two had been widely
sought before being captured by police
just before Christmas in 1985.

A former Black Consciousness activist
and founding UDF member, Issel was a
nightmare for the security police. Like
Nelson Mandela before him, Chris Hani
and so many others, he had been forced to
become a scarlet pimpernel. Yet, some-
times by osmosis, his powerful ideological
presence inspired whole communities.
Issel may often have been a fugitive; some
said he was South Africa’s most wanted
man; but he was always a leader. 

Anything the state could do to under-
mine him, it did. Issel had a job as a com-
munity worker at the Churches Urban
Planning Commission, which was in
Observatory, Cape Town, but as he was
confined to Wynberg magisterial district,
he was charged with contravening his
banning orders. Once, he went on holiday
to the Transkei. That too led to charges
and a conviction.

Very occasionally, there were lighter
moments. Jaffer recalled once how Issel
had found himself trapped in a house dur-
ing a police raid, and hid in a bathroom. 

“He got into the bath and soaped him-
self up. The police wanted to go in, but
didn’t recognise him under the soap and
closed the door.”

Issel was described by former ANC,
UDF and Cope leader Allan Boesak as “a
father of South Africa’s liberation move-

ment” on Monday as he was carried from
his home, according to Muslim rites, to
the Kensington Mosque. He was buried at
the Johnston Road cemetery in Athlone. 

“Despite being shot at, detained and
tortured, Johnny stood strong and never
gave up,” said Minister in the Presidency
Manuel, who was a pallbearer. 

“He sacrificed so much. We salute a
brave man today.” 

Issel spent years harassed, restricted
or in detention, often tortured. For a
period, he was held 1 600km from his
home in Cape Town, at Modder Bee

Prison in Benoni east of Joburg. Even as
late as 1989, when the National Party was
finally beginning to ease up on some
restrictions ahead of then-President FW
de Klerk’s bombshell announcements of
February 2 1990, Issel was charged again
with furthering the aims of a banned
organisation.

Issel had by then been on the run for
nearly three years and eventually gave
himself up at the Goodwood Magistrate’s
Court – but only after his lawyer negoti-
ated a deal with the apartheid Ministry of
Law and Order. He had already sought the

protection of the court, claiming police
planned to injure or kill him.

So many days, weeks and months had
been spent away from his loved ones and
his home, almost from the time he
entrenched his role as an activist by
becoming the first chairman of the influ-
ential Rocklands Ratepayers Association
in Mitchells Plain and then a full-time
organiser for Grassroots, the brave Cape
Flats community newspaper.

Memories hurt him. When he revealed
in the 90s how police had once threatened
to abduct his infant daughter, Ruschka,
from her grandmother’s house as bait to
flush him out of hiding during the 1986
State of Emergency, he choked back tears. 

Issel wept too during a panel discus-
sion on the psychological effects of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
saying many of his friends had deep emo-
tional scars after apartheid. Police had
also tried to kill him on more than one
occasion, once with dogs and automatic
weapons when they tried to run him into
the ground at night near Muizenberg. 

In 2003, on the 20th anniversary of the
launch of the UDF, Issel spoke about val-
ues, and the selfless deeds of so many who
were active in the 1980s. He warned
against losing that powerful impetus.

“We need to examine (what) inspired
those comrades to reach such high levels
of commitment. Since the coming of the
90s, things seemed to change within our
country. A new culture arrived with the
90s. It brought and legitimated the ‘mar-
ket’. And in a very short space of time it
took control of practically every aspect of
our lives.

“It demands that we present ourselves
as saleable commodities. As functionaries
we are required to possess a certain meas-
ure of exchange value, like any other com-
modity for sale. And more so if it is pack-

aged in an Italian-designed suit and
driven in a German-produced automobile.

“But on the market, not all goods up for
sale are sought. Similarly, some of us dis-
cover that we are not appropriately pack-
aged. And we begin to doubt our own self-
worth. In (this) society, everyone looks out
for himself – and only himself. Nobody is
his brother’s keeper. Very different from
the tenets held and forged during the
camaraderie of the 80s.”

An irony awaited Issel when he was
elected an MP in the Western Cape legis-
lature in 1996. 

It was exactly a decade after his unban-
ning, but he was to be gagged again – this
time for not adhering to a Victorian,
Debrett’s-style dress code. His liking for
crisp white Cuban shirts had upset
Speaker of the legislature William Doman,
who chose to enforce House Rules. 

In later years, it seemed Issel had
become increasingly disillusioned, not
only with gratuitous pomp but also with
the apparent expedience of some of his
former comrades. He began to work more
closely with communities again, particu-
larly the fishermen of the Cape coast
battling onerous quota allocations and
monopoly control over the crayfish which
kept their families alive.

Awarded the Order of Luthuli in 2007
by President Thabo Mbeki, Issel was this
week honoured everywhere.

The National Union of Metalworkers
offered particular comfort: “We are cer-
tain wherever he is in the nooks and cran-
nies of the universe, he is in the capable
hands of Joe Slovo, Chris Hani, Harry
Gwala, Moses Mabhida, Ruth First, Lil-
lian Ngoyi and many other great heroes of
our revolution in the land of the departed.

“Comrade Johnny has not departed
but he has joined the immortal, living in
ideas.”

Johnny Issel, a man of the people and a hero

MARCH 1989: Johnny Issel holds his daughter after he came out of hiding to
appear in at the Goodwood Magistrate’s Court. PICTURE: ADIL BRADLOW

All she needs is a jolly good …

A TARGET: Gay rights activist Sizakele
Sigasa and her partner, Salome
Masooa, were tortured and murdered. 

PICTURE: SHAYNE ROBINSON

CAN OF WORMS: John Cleese, right, as The Guv in the movie Spud, stirred controversy when he said he’d like to give lesbians “a jolly good rogering”. A
much-publicised letter from Justice Edwin Cameron has drawn attention to the crime of corrective rape that is reaching epidemic proportions.

Corrective rape is rife in this country. Now a petition has gone out to declare it a hate crime


