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Abstract

| evaluate the argument advanced in politics and Christian ethics that | term ‘decolonial homopho-
bia’: that decolonisation and LGBT+ affirmation are contradictory because LGBT+ rights are a
global Northern phenomenon that is imperialistically imposed on the global South. | suggest
one premise of the argument is valid—neo-colonial imposition of LGBT+ rights does happen
and should be opposed. However, the overall argument fails because it erases or distorts diverse
views and complexities of pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial history, and it tacitly
supports ‘homophobic nationalism’ that is oppressive even when advanced in ostensibly
decolonial causes. | grant that there are tensions within many current expressions of decol-
onisation and LGBT+ rights, but argue that Christians should support both decolonisation
and LGBT+ rights as intersecting justice issues. | close by suggesting we listen to global
Southern LGBT+ activists like Uganda’s kuchus on how to navigate this tension and pursue
intersectional justice in all societies.
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Introduction

In 2015, Robert Mugabe told the UN General Assembly that the global North is
‘politici[sing]’ human rights and ‘victimi[sing]’ Zimbabwe by imposing “‘new rights”
...contrary to [Zimbabwean] values, norms, traditions, and beliefs’ ... adding ‘we are
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not gays!’! Pope Francis has frequently criticised LGBT+ rights, and its promotion
through global education programmes, as ‘ideological colonization’, part of a ‘world
war on marriage’ that ‘eradicate[s] [countries’]... traditions, history and religious
beliefs’.> These two very different men are both positing a conflict between LGBT+
justice and decolonisation. I call this the ‘decolonial homophobia’ argument or narrative:
that LGBT+ rights is a global Northern cause and formerly colonised countries exercising
self-determination means opposing LGBT+ rights.

Some Christians who oppose LGBT+ affirmation welcome this narrative as a way to
discredit LGBT+ rights. Others choose LGBT+ affirmation over decolonisation, justify-
ing colonial attitudes and racism in the interests of LGBT+ rights. For the rest of us, this
narrative presents a moral quandary. We want to support Christians from the global
South, and we want to support decolonisation. We also want to love and support
LGBT+ people. How do we respond?

I first outline the history of this argument in politics and Christianity, including a
prominent political outworking of this argument in Uganda. I then explore what is true
about the decolonial homophobia argument: neo-colonial imposition of LGBT+ rights
does exist and should be opposed. However, I suggest the overall argument has multiple
problems: it erases diverse views and complexities of pre-colonial, colonial, and post-
colonial history, and it tacitly supports ‘homophobic nationalism’ that is oppressive
even when advanced in ostensibly decolonial causes. I argue that there are tensions
within many current expressions of decolonisation and LGBT+ rights, but that
Christian ethicists must support both decolonisation and LGBT+ rights as intersecting

1. Bil Browning, ‘WATCH: Zimbabwe’s President Tells U.N.: “We Are Not Gays!”’, The
Advocate, 29 September 2015, http:/www.advocate.com/world/2015/9/29/watch-
zimbabwes-president-tells-un-we-are-not-gays.

2. Alan Holdren, ‘Pope Francis Warns West over “Ideological Colonization™, National
Catholic Register, 20 January 2015, sec. Daily News; Ann Schneible, ‘Gay Marriage Is
“Ideological Colonization,” Says Vatican Spokesman’, Catholic News Agency, 16 January
2015, https:/www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/31301/gay-marriage-is-ideological-
colonization-says-vatican-spokesman; Reuters Staff, ‘Pope Says Gender Theory Part of
“Global War” on Marriage, Family’, Reuters, 1 October 2016, https:/www.reuters.com/
article/us-pope-georgia-gender-idUSKCN1213KH; Nicole Winfield, ‘Pope Francis Urges
Pastoral Care for Transgender People, Draws Line between Ministry and
“Indoctrination’™, Washington Post, 2 October 2016, https:/www.washingtonpost.com/
news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/10/02/pope-francis-urges-pastoral-care-for-gay-transgender-
people-draws-line-between-ministry-and-indoctrination/; Rome Reports, ‘Pope Francis Calls
Gender Ideology a Form of “Ideological Colonization™, Rome Reports (blog), 14 October
2022, https:/www.romereports.com/en/2022/10/14/pope-francis-calls-gender-ideology-a-
form-of-ideological-colonization/; Courtney Mares, ‘Pope Francis: Gender Ideology is
“One of the Most Dangerous Ideological Colonizations Today”’, Catholic News Agency,
11 March 2023, https:/www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/253845/pope-francis-gender-
ideology-is-one-of-the-most-dangerous-ideological-colonizations-today; Lisa Zengarini,
‘Pope: Modern Neocolonialism is a Crime and a Threat to Peace’, Vatican News, 1 April
2023, https:/www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2023-04/pope-modern-neocolonialism-is-
a-crime-and-threat-to-peace.html.
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justice issues. I close by suggesting we listen to global Southern LGBT+ activists like
Uganda’s kuchus on how to navigate the tension and pursue intersectional justice.

This article has a narrow and primarily descriptive focus. I aim to refute the decolonial
homophobia argument that features in some Christian ethical discussion. I hope this ana-
lysis can, in some small way, support Christian ethical discernment and discussion by
helping to reduce the unhelpful role this argument sometimes plays. I leave fuller theo-
logical ethics of pursuing LGBT+ justice and decolonisation in the world and the church
to other enquiries and other authors more qualified than me. The decolonial homophobia
argument I examine is largely descriptive and based on broadly sociological assertions
rather than developed theological ethical reasoning, and this is also true of much of
my critique. I hope to show that the purported inherent conflict between decolonisation
and LGBT+ affirmation does not hold, and that it is possible to support both causes as
intersecting justice issues, if tensions, complexities, and power imbalances are navigated
wisely. That said, normative Christian ethical claims do appear in this article, explicitly
and implicitly. It is beyond the article’s purview to provide full theological-ethical argu-
ments for my normative commitments, which must therefore remain as assumptions, but I
will venture a brief summary.

I affirm that God’s mission, reign, and vision for human social life entails good news
for the poor and liberation for the oppressed, and opposes imperialism by ancient
empires, modern European powers, and more recent neo-colonialists. These forms of
domination limit the human flourishing of both oppressed and oppressor and do not
respect inherent human dignity, let alone God’s preferential option for the poor. God
works to liberate people from sinful oppression to live personal and communal lives of
justice, freedom, mercy, and divine love, unafraid under their own vines and fig trees.
I support an affirming stance towards healthy LGBT+ identities and relationships as
the best expression of the trajectory of Scripture, natural law, human flourishing and lib-
eration, and the significance of God’s new creation in light of what we know from our
experiences within creation and with our Creator.® I also affirm that interpretation of
experience to identify oppression and guide our understanding of human flourishing is
a valid, fruitful source of Christian theological-ethical insight. This is true of biblical
authors identifying and opposing oppression, contemporary social scientists, and individ-
ual oppressed people interpreting their experience—and I later suggest we acknowledge
some hermeneutical privilege of the oppressed in analysing social systems that affect
them.

3. Inthis article and in my previous academic work in Christian ethics, I have focused largely on
same-sex relationships, and I came across the decolonial homophobia argument in this
context. Some theological-ethical arguments I find persuasive on LGBT+ relationships are
Karen R. Keen, Scripture, Ethics, and the Possibility of Same-Sex Relationships (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2018); James V. Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing
the Church’s Debate on Same-Sex Relationships (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013);
Jean Porter, ‘The Natural Law and Innovative Forms of Marriage: A Reconsideration’,
Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 30.2 (2010), pp. 79-97, https:/doi.org/10.5840/
jsce20103026; Robert Song, Covenant and Calling: Towards a Theology of Same-Sex
Relationships (London: SCM Press, 2014).
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I hope readers find my analysis and evaluation of the decolonial homophobia argu-
ment useful even if they disagree with some of my normative claims. I do note that
some opposition to homophobia and acceptance of unchosen gay orientation as not inher-
ently sinful is part of a ‘consensus position’ even among non-affirming Northern
Christians in recent decades, and that this generally includes opposition to criminalising
LGBT+ relationships and overt hostility towards LGBT+ persons.* I therefore expect
agreement with much of my normative position from non-affirming readers and some
people whom I challenge for exhibiting elements of the decolonial homophobia
argument.

At this point, some comments on terminology and on my own positionality are in
order. ‘Kuchu’ is a term from Kampala, Uganda broadly equivalent to the category
‘LGBT+".> T use ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ to refer to the global North and South. By
‘LGBT+ rights’ or ‘LGBT+ affirmation’, I mean affirming gay relationships, trans iden-
tities, and other gender/sexual minority experiences in church and society, and by ‘homo-
phobia’, 1 mean opposing these relationships or identities—with or without overt
hostility. It is beyond this article’s scope to parse various forms of LGBT+ affirmation
and non-affirmation.

I write as an outsider to this topic. I am a straight, white man from Aotearoa/New
Zealand, my grandparents’ grandparents were colonists, and the closest I have been to
Uganda is Paris. However, I have found this moral issue weighs upon me, as I believe
God’s reign supports both decolonisation and LGBT+ justice.

The Decolonial Homophobia Argument

What I call the ‘decolonial homophobia argument’ generally includes (or implies) the fol-
lowing premises:

1. Most people, most places, have been consistently, unanimously anti-LGBT+.
Acceptance of LGBT+ identities and relationships has arisen in the global North
since the nineteenth century.

3. Recently, in societies and churches, Northerners have been trying to spread LGBT
+ rights globally in neo-colonial attempts to ‘enlighten’ what they see as ‘back-
ward’” Southern societies/churches. Southerners resist this neo-colonial imposition.

4. Thus, decolonisation and LGBT+ rights are in conflict. In global church bodies
(for example), being decolonial requires rejecting LGBT+ rights, and promoting
LGBT+ rights globally means being neo-colonial.

4. Mark Vasey-Saunders, Defusing the Sexuality Debate: Anglican Evangelicals in Conflict
(London: SCM Press, 2023), pp. 1-37.

5. Kuchu is a Ugandan term, broadly equivalent to ‘LGBT+’, used by some (especially
Kampala-based) Ugandan sexual/gender minorities to refer to themselves. GayUganda,
‘Kuchu Identities’, GayUganda (blog), 25 October 2007, http:/gayuganda.blogspot.com/
2007/10/kuchu-identities.html; Stella Nyanzi, ‘Dismantling Reified African Culture
through Localised Homosexualities in Uganda’, Culture, Health & Sexuality 15.8 (2013),
pp- 958-60.
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I suggest these premises and this conclusion contain some truth and some untruth, and
that fuller history and other important considerations suggest the conflict narrative is
unsatisfactory.

The term ‘decolonial homophobia’ is obviously not used by those making this argu-
ment. Three Anglican examples show ways its proponents do express it. First, Ghanaian
bishop Victor Atta-Baffoe stated ‘homosexuality is un-African’, criticising ‘““pernicious”
attempts by Northern governments and churches to pressure the country to accept
same-sex marriage’.® Second, when Archbishop Justin Welby criticised Ghanaian,
Nigerian, and Ugandan bishops’ support of their countries’ anti-gay laws, global
Anglican group GAFCON accused Welby of repeating historical ‘colonisation and
patronising behaviour towards ... Africa’.” Third, US theologian Esau McCaulley
touches on elements of the narrative without expounding the full argument, criticising
neo-colonial attitudes by Northern liberals in relation to LGBT+ rights, and implying
LGBT+ rights are a Northern phenomenon.®

History and Geography of the Argument

The ‘decolonial homophobia’ argument is particularly prominent in the Anglican
Communion, which is bitterly divided on homosexuality especially since the 1990s.’
This is because decolonial homophobia is particularly strong in former British colonies,
for reasons I explore below.'® The former British colonies most associated with decolonial
homophobia are in Africa, including Nigeria, Ghana, the Sudans, Kenya, and Uganda.11

6. George Conger, ‘Homosexuality is Un-African Says Ghana Diocese’, Anglican Ink (blog), 20
August 2015, https:/anglican.ink/2015/08/20/homosexuality-is-un-african-says-ghana-diocese/.

7. Laurent Mbanda, ‘Gafcon Response to Archbishop of Canterbury’, GAFCON Global Anglicans, 14
June 2023, https:/www.gafcon.org/news/gafcon-response-to-archbishop-of-canterbury; Harriet
Sherwood, ‘Justin Welby Condemns Nigerian Archbishop’s Gay “Virus” Comments’, The
Guardian, 6 March 2021, sec. UK news, https:/www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/mar/06/
Jjustin-welby-condemns-nigerian-archbishop-henry-ndukuba-gay-virus-comments; Hattie Williams,
‘Welby Apologises for Ghana LGBTQ+ Pronouncement’, Church Times, 12 November
2021, https:/www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2021/19-november/news/uk/welby-
apologises-for-ghana-lgbtqplus-pronouncement; Stephen Samuel Kaziimba Mugalu,
‘Archbishop Kaziimba Responds to Archbishop of Canterbury on Anti-Homosexuality Act 2023°,
Church of Uganda, 9 June 2023, https:/churchofuganda.org/blog/2023/06/09/archbishop-kaziimba-
responds-to-archbishop-of-canterbury-on-anti-homosexuality-act-2023/.

8. Esau McCaulley, ‘Blaming the Africans: Cultural Imperialism and the Meeting of the
Primates’, Covenant (blog), 16 January 2016, https:/covenant.livingchurch.org/2016/01/
16/blaming-the-africans-cultural-imperialism-and-the-meeting-of-the-primates/.

9. Miranda K. Hassett, Anglican Communion in Crisis: How Episcopal Dissidents and their African
Allies are Reshaping Anglicanism (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007).

10. Hassett, Anglican Communion in Crisis, pp. 24-25.

11. The largest modern African countries covering areas mostly under British imperial control in
the nineteenth and/or twentieth centuries are Nigeria, Ghana, Egypt, Sudan and South Sudan,
Kenya, Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa.
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Explicit anti-colonial nationalist opposition to homosexuality was popularised across the
African continent in the 1990s'? by former revolutionaries, now ageing national leaders
seeking to hold onto power in Zimbabwe, Namibia, Kenya, and Uganda.'® Overt homopho-
bia also increased in reaction to rising gay rights movements in various African countries.' It
gained importance for Christians with sexuality debates at the 1998 Lambeth Conference'”

12.

13.

14.

15.

One illustration of the recency of prominent religious/moral opposition to homosexuality on
the African continent is that, as late as 1994, anthropologists were still having to push against
an influential theory that ‘no religious moral value is attached to sexual activity in Africa’.
Beth Maina Ahlberg, ‘Is There a Distinct African Sexuality? A Critical Response to
Caldwell’, in Rachel Spronk and Thomas Hendriks (eds.), Readings in Sexualities from
Africa (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 28.

Hassett, Anglican Communion in Crisis, pp. 83-86; Patrick Awondo, Peter Geschiere, and
Graeme Reid, ‘Homophobic Africa? Toward a More Nuanced View’, African Studies
Review 55.3 (2012), pp. 147-48, https:/doi.org/10.1017/S0002020600007241; Basile
Ndjio, ‘Post-Colonial Histories of Sexuality: The Political Invention of a Libidinal African
Straight’, Africa 82.4 (2012), pp. 612-18, https:/doi.org/10.1017/S0001972012000526;
Sylvia Tamale, ‘Confronting the Politics of Nonconforming Sexualities in Africa’, African
Studies Review 56.2 (2013), p. 39, https:/doi.org/10.1017/asr.2013.40; Kapya Kaoma,
‘The Paradox and Tension of Moral Claims: Evangelical Christianity, the Politicization
and Globalization of Sexual Politics in Sub-Saharan Africa’, Critical Research on
Religion 2.3 (2014), p. 231, https:/doi.org/10.1177/2050303214552571; Susan
L. Haskins, ‘The Influence of Roman Laws Regarding Same-Sex Acts on Homophobia in
Africa’, African Human Rights Law Journal 14 (2014), p. 399 n. 30; Lovemore Ndlovu,
‘The Anti-Homosexuality Narrative in the Anglican Church in Zimbabwe: Political
Diatribe or Religious Conservatism?’, in Ezra Chitando and Adriaan S. van Klinken
(eds.), Christianity and Controversies over Homosexuality in Contemporary Africa,
Religion in Modern Africa (London; New York: Routledge, 2016), pp. 99-100, https:/
doi.org/10.4324/9781315571928; Damaris Seleina Parsitau, ‘Law, Religion, and the
Politicization of Sexual Citizenship in Kenya’, Journal of Law and Religion 36.1 (2021),
pp. 115-17, https:/doi.org/10.1017/j1r.2021.12.

Adrian Jjuuko, ‘The Incremental Approach: Uganda’s Struggle for the Decriminalisation of
Homosexuality’, in Corinne Lennox and Matthew Waites (eds.), Human Rights, Sexual
Orientation and Gender Identity in the Commonwealth: Struggles for Decriminalisation
and Change (London: Human Rights Consortium, Institute of Commonwealth Studies,
School of Advanced Study, University of London, 2013), p. 381, https:/uolpress.co.uk/
book/human-rights-sexual-orientation-and-gender-identity-in-the-commonwealth/; Adriaan
S. van Klinken, ‘Homosexuality, Politics, and Pentecostal Nationalism in Zambia’, in
Rachel Spronk and Thomas Hendriks (eds.), Readings in Sexualities from Africa
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2013), p. 272; S.M. Rodriguez, The
Economies of Queer Inclusion: Transnational Organizing for LGTBI Rights in Uganda
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2019), pp. 28-31, 41-42; Thomas Hendriks and Rachel
Spronk, ‘Introduction: Reading “Sexualities” from “Africa™, in Rachel Spronk and
Thomas Hendriks (eds.), Readings in Sexualities from Africa (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 2020), p. 9.

Rahul Rao, ‘The Locations of Homophobia’, London Review of International Law 2.2
(2014), pp. 191-93; Kevin Ward, ‘The Role of the Anglican and Catholic Churches in
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and was further radicalised by Pentecostal Christianity.'® This has now developed into sig-
nificant moral panic about homosexuality in some societies.'” Since 2000,'® the above coun-
tries and others like Burundi, Malawi, Nigeria, and Ghana have increased criminalisation of
same-sex sex.'® These law changes have often been presented as political resistance to col-
onisation, globalisation, and liberal political elites, in different ways in different formerly
colonised nations in Africa and elsewhere.*

Decolonial Homophobia in Ugandan Legislation

Perhaps the most famous ongoing assertion of decolonial homophobia is Uganda’s harsh
anti-homosexuality legislation, first introduced in 2009 and finally (after multiple
attempts) passed in 2023.>' The legislation built on existing sodomy laws to outlaw
homosexuality, ‘aggravated homosexuality’, ‘promoting homosexuality’, and related

Uganda in Public Discourse on Homosexuality and Ethics’, Journal of Eastern African
Studies 9.1 (2015), pp. 127-44, https:/doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2014.987509; Adriaan
S. van Klinken and Ezra Chitando, ‘Introduction: Christianity and the Politics of
Homosexuality in Africa’, in Ezra Chitando and Adriaan S. van Klinken (eds.),
Christianity and Controversies over Homosexuality in Contemporary Africa, Religion in
Modern Africa (London; New York: Routledge, 2016), pp. 4-6, https:/doi.org/10.4324/
9781315571928.

16. van Klinken and Chitando, ‘Introduction’, pp. 6-9; Kapya Kaoma, Colonizing African
Values: How the U.S. Christian Right is Transforming Sexual Politics in Africa
(Somerville, MA: Political Research Associates, 2012), pp. 2—6, https:/politicalresearch.
org/2012/07/24/colonizing-african-values.

17. Saskia Eleonora Wieringa, ‘Postcolonial Amnesia: Sexual Moral Panics, Memory, and
Imperial Power’, in Gilbert Herdt (ed.), Moral Panics, Sex Panics: Fear and the Fight
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acts, prescribing the death penalty and life imprisonment for various offences.?” The leg-
islation’s Christian drafters and proponents described it as the people’s resistance to
‘emerging internal and external threats’—meaning, respectively, Ugandan kuchu move-
ments and Northern political, religious, and cultural elites.>* President Yoweri Museveni
spoke defiantly against ‘social imperialism’ imposing Northern values on Uganda,** and
an MP accused gay people of ‘killing our children ... exterminating Ugandans...
want[ing] to come and occupy this land’.*>

Northern Christians making the decolonial homophobia argument usually oppose
legislation and rhetoric like this—Pope Francis, for example, spoke powerfully against
criminalising homosexuality.”® Nonetheless, Francis’s own arguments cited above rely
on the same premises articulated by these Ugandan politicians: that LGBT+ rights are
Northern in origin and being imposed imperialistically on the South.

Decolonial Homophobia as Christian Ethics

While decolonial homophobia is most prominent in politics, it is a Christian ethical argu-
ment. Politicians endorse it from explicitly Christian perspectives, as do church leaders,
particularly Anglican and Pentecostal.>” Church leaders in many African societies are
‘strident[ly] anti-colonial’, seeking to reverse Northern Christians’ colonial suppression
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of their cultures.”® For non-affirming Southern Christian leaders, anti-homosexuality pol-
itics represents Biblical Christianity resisting Northern worldly trends, strident and pure
faith over against other Christian denominations and Islam, and the rising power of
Southern churches in global denominational bodies.”” Pentecostal and evangelical
pastors in Uganda, Malawi, Zambia, and Kenya paint this conflict in apocalyptic spiritual
terms and urge their parishioners and their governments alike to stay firm to Christian
principles even when it is costly.*

Northern Christians, similarly, invoke decolonial homophobia to support a narrative
that LGBT+-non-affirmation is ‘counter-cultural’, bravely prophetic and marginalised
when the dominant powers of the North are apparently set on imposing LGBT+
rights, as—allegedly—the Romans were in New Testament times.>' Decolonial homo-
phobia lets LGBT+ non-affirming Christians portray their stance as globally counter-cul-
tural, and position it on the side of decolonisation and global justice.

Partial Validity of the Argument: The Reality of Neo-Colonial
LGBT+ Advocacy

One premise of the decolonial homophobia argument is valid: some global LGBT+ advocacy
is frankly colonial. Sexual and gender minority people have always existed everywhere, but
understandings and language about sexuality and gender developed in nineteenth-century
Europe have been introduced to the South, often with little attention to local expressions
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of gender/sexual diversity, by Northern activists and aid agencies.*> Southern gender/sexual
minorities often find these Northern terms poorly describe their identities, though others do
find these originally Northern understandings and languages useful.>*

Moreover, powerful nations and organisations do seek to coercively impose LGBT+
rights. Wealthy countries, the World Bank, the IMF, and transnational companies some-
times withhold aid or loans, or implement sanctions, to pressure countries like Uganda to
abandon anti-homosexuality legislation.** These Northern moves apparently had some
success in Uganda, causing President Museveni to hesitate to sign anti-gay legislation
until 2023 due to foreign policy concerns.> For those of us appalled by Uganda’s legis-
lation, it is tempting to sympathise with using this lever to win global change.

Nonetheless, such coercive interventions for LGBT+ rights are widely criticised by
Southern people, both for and against LGBT+ rights.’® Southern LGBT+ activists
warn that coercion by donors and governments is counter-productive, provoking resent-
ment, backlash and scapegoating of LGBT+ people, while also impoverishing LGBT+
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people alongside the rest of their societies with sanctions and aid cuts.>” Ugandan scholar
Sylvia Tamale objects to the ‘arrogance ... lack of historical knowledge ... patronizing
and domineering agenda’, ‘selective conditionality’ and ‘hypocrisy’ of Northern oppos-
ition to Uganda’s legislation.*® Hypocrisy was certainly shown by former UK Prime
Minister David Cameron whose own inconsistent support for LGBT+ rights did not
stop him threatening to use aid to coerce LGBT+ rights elsewhere.>* Cameron’s state-
ments were not well-received in former British colonies and/or among LGBT+ activists.
They came in 2011, just eight years after the repeal (without Cameron’s vote) of the UK’s
Section 28 which, similarly to Uganda’s legislation, stoked damaging moral panic and
outlawed ‘promotion of homosexuality’ from 1988-2003.% Some theorists suggest
these Northern interventions serve as ‘humanitarian justification’ for neo-colonialism.*'
They argue that as the North has adopted gay rights, Northern imperialists have increas-
ingly exhibited what they term ‘homocapitalism’ or ‘pinkwashing’: domesticating and
co-opting gay rights and using them to justify oppression.*?

Many activists also criticise other forms of attempted allyship by Northern activists
and media such as evacuating LGBT+ people from Africa or making them more
visible, or focusing on litigation and legislation rather than everyday violence and
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oppression. They suggest such measures can undermine local kuchu-led efforts, separate
kuchus from their societies, reinforce the misconception that homosexuality is
un-African, and endanger LGBT+ people by outing them.** All these interventions pos-
ition Northerners as rescuers and Southerners as oppressors and victims—analogous to
what Gayatri Spivak called ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’.**

Thus, some Northern advocacy of LGBT+ rights globally does involve colonial coer-
cion, arrogance, and Eurocentrism, at odds with the character and life of Jesus and
oppressive of Southern people. Christians should oppose these tendencies regardless of
our views on LGBT+ rights. Non-affirming theologian Esau McCaulley is entirely
right to condemn North American Anglicans’ smug cultural imperialism regarding
African Anglicans.*> Affirming lesbian theologian Cristina Traina is also right to
compare coercing LGBT+ rights to forced conversion during Spanish colonisation,
which was immoral, unChristian, and counter-productive.*®

Problems with the Overall Argument

The full decolonial homophobia argument, however, is that pursuing LGBT+ rights in
the South is always inherently neo-colonial. I submit that there are several important
reasons this overall argument fails.

I should note that the argument is not actually a substantive ethical reason why some
Christian ethicists oppose LGBT+ rights. Christians who oppose LGBT+ rights do so
because of their interpretation of Scripture and their understanding of human purposes
and flourishing in sex and gender.*” People making the decolonial homophobia argument
also do not seek to develop arguments that the moral logic of LGBT+ rights inherently
requires colonial oppression. It is, rather, a circumstantial argument based largely on who
seems to be supporting and who seems to be opposing LGBT+ rights. Ultimately, it is
more of a discrediting of LGBT+ rights than an argument against them. Christian ethi-
cists should support Christians to develop substantive moral reasoning on decolonisation
and LGBT+ rights. The decolonial homophobia argument is not that.

Nonetheless, the argument does influence Christians’ ethics, and is worth critiquing. 1
suggest the argument fails on its own terms: the suggestion that LGBT+ rights are
Northern and inherently colonial is misleading to the point of inaccuracy. I also show how
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the decolonial homophobia argument tacitly supports dangerous and oppressive homophobic
nationalism, which repeats imperial patterns, even in apparent service of decolonisation.

Monolithic Depiction of ‘African’ Views

Firstly, the argument involves monolithic depiction of African views. Of course, people
from African countries have the right to generalise about their continent. But other people
from African countries have the right to criticise them for it, and I have the right to criti-
cise fellow Northerners on this count. Africa, the continent with the most human diversity
and the most countries, has diverse pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial views on sex
and gender. Those making this argument often do not acknowledge varying views. For
example, McCaulley rightly criticises liberal Northerners treating ‘Africa’ as a monolith,
but he himself happily assumes people across the continent ‘share[] a similar view on
human sexuality’.*® Failing to acknowledge diversity repeats colonial reification of one
monolithic ‘African’ viewpoint.*’ Tamale suggests people outside Africa typically
only hear the voices of people in African societies who have ‘power and platform’.>
Anti-LGBT+ Northerners invoking Africa in support of their views typically take elite
voices as representing entire societies, which Tamale finds ‘lazy’ and ‘infantiliz[ing]’.”!

People in Southern countries, including Christians, are not uniformly anti-LGBT+.
Ordinary Christians are often less invested and less decisive on LGBT+ matters than pol-
itical and religious leaders.’> Theologians and pastors from African countries are often
uninterested or undecided.”® LGBT+-affirming African theologians, mostly women,
are a growing minority.>* The global discussion has become more polarised inside and
outside the church since the 1990s. While virulent anti-LGBT+ sentiment is not hard
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to find among Uganda’s religious leaders, Uganda also has pro-kuchu church leaders,
who are increasingly prominent across East Africa.>

Diverse Sexudlities are Indigenous, Homophobia Colonial

Secondly, the argument ignores how diverse sexualities are indigenous and homophobia
is colonial. Most British people are repulsed by Uganda’s law, but it was the British who
first criminalised homosexuality in Uganda in 1902.>® In British colonies, the empire
introduced the predecessors of anti-homosexuality laws in mid-nineteenth to early
twentieth-century penal codes prohibiting ‘sodomy’, ‘buggery’ or ‘debauchery’.’’
Previously, many societies colonised by the British tolerated or socially incorporated
sexual diversity; for example, over forty of 200 recorded pre-colonial African societies
accepted marriages between two women,’® and many understood gender differently to
modern Northern binaries.>® No African societies have ‘singled out same-sex relations

as sinful ... except where Christianity and Islam have been adopted’.®°

55. Hassett, Anglican Communion in Crisis, pp. 91-92; Adriaan van Klinken, Barbara Bompani,
and Damaris Parsitau, ‘Religious Leaders as Agents of LGBTIQ Inclusion in East Africa’,
African Affairs 122.487 (2023), pp. 299-312, https:/doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adad012.

56. Nyanzi and Karamagi, ‘“The Social-Political Dynamics’, p. 13.

57. Some sodomy laws were also introduced by the Dutch, German, and even French empires
(notwithstanding France’s decriminalisation of homosexuality since 1791), but on far
lesser scales. The British laws (and similar Dutch colonial laws) were derived from
ancient Roman law codes and re-defined in the nineteenth century for colonial exportation.
Human Rights Watch, ‘This Alien Legacy: The Origins of “Sodomy” Laws in British
Colonialism’ (Human Rights Watch, 17 December 2008), https:/www.hrw.org/report/
2008/12/17/alien-legacy/origins-sodomy-laws-british-colonialism; Awondo, Geschiere, and
Reid, ‘Homophobic Africa?’, p. 148; Corinne Lennox and Matthew Waites (eds.), Human
Rights, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in the Commonwealth: Struggles for
Decriminalisation and Change (London: Human Rights Consortium, Institute of
Commonwealth Studies, School of Advanced Study, University of London, 2013); Enze
Han and Joseph O’Mahoney, ‘British Colonialism and the Criminalization of
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The colonial sodomy laws were inextricably intertwined with both patriarchy and
racism. Imperialists associated Victorian gender and sexual ideals with ‘civilization
and progress’, and suppressed diverse sexual and gender expression they encoun-
tered.°! They reflected white supremacist and misogynistic ideologies depicting
both non-white people and women as ‘close to nature’, ‘reducing [them] to the
sexual and the biological’.* Colonists both hypocritically condemned and fetishised
African women’s sexuality,®® and portrayed black men as “violent, lawless, [and] over-
sexed’.®® In this context, the sodomy laws served the colonial goal ‘to civilise the bar-
barian and savage natives’.®®> Rahul Rao traces the ongoing effects, suggesting today’s
‘queerphobias have installed themselves on a terrain structured by racism’.®

Today, British colonial history corelates very closely with countries having harsh
anti-gay laws.®” Colonisation also erased histories of non-patriarchal gender expression
and non-heteronormative sexuality.®® Pre-colonial gender and sexual diversity are forgot-
ten, ignored, or attributed to outside Arabic influence, producing the view that homosexu-
ality has always been ‘un-African’.%” Recovering LGBT+ history in Uganda, India,
Canada, Samoa, and Aotearoa/New Zealand is important decolonisation work.”®

Recent Northern Influences and Agency

Thirdly, the argument ignores recent Northern influences on the anti-LGBT+ side that are
arguably just as neo-colonial as coercing LGBT+ rights with aid, but far more successful
—in Africa and elsewhere.”' For one thing, just as kuchus and other Southern LGBT+
people have adopted language and concepts developed in the modern North,
Southern non-affirming theologians adopt modern Northern concepts like gender
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complementarity.’? Similarly in politics, US anti-gay policy and rhetoric regarding HIV/
AIDS in the 1980s formed the model for Uganda scapegoating gay men for AIDS and
introducing earlier anti-homosexuality legislation in 1990.7

The recent growth of overt homophobia by religious and political leaders in the
South also has direct influences by Northerners, especially US American evangeli-
cals. Conservative Episcopalians advised and warned African Anglicans about the
alleged spread of homosexuality from the North, successfully courting the support
of bishops in Southern provinces for 1998’s Lambeth Conference.”* Similarly, US
evangelicals ranging from respected pastor Rick Warren to conspiracy theorist
Scott Lively ‘globaliz[ed] the culture wars’ in the 2000s by promoting their concerns
about the ‘global gay agenda’ in global South countries.”> Uganda’s legislation, ori-
ginally introduced by evangelical MP David Bahati who moves in Northern evangel-
ical circles, was specifically shaped by US evangelicals invited to address Uganda’s
political and cultural leaders in 2009.7°® The US Religious Right has also provided
extensive funding and training to conservative activists in Uganda and elsewhere.”’

This Northern influence certainly should not be taken to suggest Southern people are
innocent, passive, and pliable to Northern manipulation—itself a racist colonial atti-
tude.”® Anti-gay laws are not simply leftovers from British colonisation: some former
British colonies have strengthened and widened anti-gay laws while others, in all
world regions, have removed them and expanded LGBT+ rights.”® Countries without
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Trajectory: A Critique of Gender Complementarianism’ (unpublished course paper, 27
April 2016), https:/www.academia.edu/33865814/An_unsatisfactory_trajectory_a_
critique_of_gender_complementarianism.

73. Rodriguez, The Economies of Queer Inclusion, pp. 25-26.

74. Ward, ‘The Role of the Anglican and Catholic’, pp. 135-37; Kaoma, ‘The Paradox and
Tension’, pp. 233-34; Hassett, Anglican Communion in Crisis, pp. 53-80.

75. Kaoma, ‘Globalizing the Culture Wars’; Kapya Kaoma, ‘The U.S. Christian Right and the
Attack on Gays in Africa’, Political Research Associates (blog), 1 December 2009, https:/
politicalresearch.org/2009/12/01/us-christian-right-and-attack-gays-africa; Kaoma, ‘Who’s
Colonialist?’; Kaoma, Colonizing African Values, pp. 6—13; Kaoma, ‘The Paradox and
Tension’, pp. 232-37; Leah Entenmann, ‘““Aggravated Homosexuality”: US Influence in
Uganda’s Anti-Homosexuality Bill’ (Master’s thesis, Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota, 2014), https:/doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.26777.67680; Nyanzi and Karamagi,
‘The Social-Political Dynamics’, p. 12; Rodriguez, The Economies of Queer Inclusion, p. 34.

76. Ward, ‘The Role of the Anglican and Catholic’, pp. 136-37; Awondo, Geschiere, and Reid,
‘Homophobic Africa?’, pp. 153-54; Kaoma, ‘The U.S. Christian Right’.

77. Kaoma, ‘Who’s Colonialist?’

78. Tamale, ‘Confronting the Politics’, pp. 33-34, 37; Rao, ‘The Locations of Homophobia’,
pp. 175-81; Ward, ‘The Role of the Anglican and Catholic’, p. 128; Rao, Out of Time,
pp- 110-15.

79. Specifically, some countries formerly under British colonial power have made sodomy laws
harsher, more enforceable, and more explicitly anti-homosexual (e.g. Uganda, Nigeria,
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British colonial history also have anti-gay laws.** Southern politicians and activists on
both sides are not passive recipients of Northern influences; they actively embrace and
adapt culture and ideas from elsewhere.®' Resurgent post-colonial homophobia also
has local and Southern sources.®® Analysis of anti-LGBT+ movements in the South
often identifies similar patterns observed in the North—moral panic, tropes of dominant
activists victimising and indoctrinating children, scapegoating, backlash, and right-wing
populism®*—and these are parallel phenomena, not merely the South imitating the North.

Homophobic Nationalism Adopts Colonial Oppression

Perhaps the most directly ethical problem with the decolonial homophobia argument is
that it tacitly endorses ‘homophobic nationalism’ that is oppressive and more imperial
than decolonial.

Basile Ndjio and S.M. Rodriguez suggest recent decolonial homophobia in Uganda
and elsewhere involves local post-colonial elites adopting a colonial ‘project to define
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Zealand, Ireland, as well as the four UK countries themselves). Rao, ‘The Locations of
Homophobia’, pp. 177-78; Wikipedia contributors, ‘LGBT Rights by Country or
Territory’, Wikipedia, 20 September 2023, https:/en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=
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and control African sexuality’.** Heterosexual male elites in post-colonial nations, they
argue, react against imperialism by absorbing some of the empire’s ideas, such as its
Victorian ideals of the family, its fear of African sexual embodiment, and its model of
the ideal (male, heterosexual, economically productive) citizen.®> Adopting and adapting
dominant norms as a strategy of colonised groups is fruitfully read through Homi
Bhabha’s concepts of ‘mimicry’ and ‘imperial hybridity’.*® Post-colonial hetero-
patriarchalists wield hybrid post-colonial hetero-patriarchy against the imperial centre,
placing LGBT+ rights and often feminism in the cross-hairs.®’

Rodriguez places this politicised homophobia in the category of ‘homophobic nation-
alism’—bolstering patriotism and supporting political leaders by promoting fear of
homosexuality.*® Homophobic nationalism was central to British imperialism before it
was hybridised by post-colonial leaders, but it was also key to other oppressive
regimes long preceding the British empire. ‘Homophobic nationalism’ is generally part
of a broader pattern of patriarchal or hetero-patriarchal nationalism, involving asserting
a nation’s manly strength through oppressing women and LGBT+ persons and aggres-
sively pushing universal participation in the heterosexual procreative family. This was
evident in ancient Israel and the early Roman empire, fascist Italy and Nazi Germany,
and societies from Russia to Belize today.®® It was certainly part of British colonial
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control as well as post-colonialism.”® Hetero-patriarchal nationalism, therefore, is wielded
both by dominant empires and by oppressed societies. Nonetheless, in all contexts, homophobic
and wider hetero-patriarchal nationalism is dominance, not liberation. Hetero-patriarchal nation-
alism asserts the nation against its real and imagined enemies. It supports heterosexual men in
power, even when expressed as decolonial resistance,”’ and women and LGBT+ people suffer
as scapegoats and ‘collateral damage’.®* Rising homophobic nationalism in societies leads to
predictable, well-documented increases in human rights violations and hate crimes.*®

Reciprocal Oppressions

Thus, both homophobic nationalism and pro-LGBT+ neo-colonialism oppress colo-
nised LGBT+ people. Moreover, the two processes reinforce each other.”*
Northerners, newly repulsed by homophobic nationalism, often respond in neo-colonial
ways. Today’s Northern liberals often implicitly or explicitly portray Africans as mono-
lithically homophobic, backward, requiring correction.’> Thus, the North still seeks to
control and enlighten the South, now through imposing women’s and LGBT+ rights,
the mirror image of what the British imposed 120 to 165 years ago. Stand-offs
between Northern liberals and Southern conservatives in church and society involve
circular patterns—misconceptions and misrepresentations justifying misconceptions and
misrepresentations—as Northern hypocritical, arrogant coercion justifies anti-imperialist
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Neocolonialism’, p. 78; Awondo, Geschiere, and Reid, ‘Homophobic Africa?’, pp. 147—
48; Haskins, ‘The Influence of Roman Laws’, pp. 399-402; Kaoma, ‘The Paradox and
Tension’, p. 240; Richard Lusimbo and Austin Bryan, ‘Kuchu Resilience and Resistance
in Uganda: A History’, in Nancy Nicol et al. (eds.), Envisioning Global LGBT Human
Rights: (Neo)Colonialism, Neoliberalism, Resistance and Hope (London: Human Rights
Consortium, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, School of Advanced Study, University
of London, 2018), pp. 323-25, https:/uolpress.co.uk/book/envisioning-global-Igbt-human-
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resistance to LGBT+ rights, and vice versa.”® Christians seeking to decolonise and love
LGBT+ people need to find ways out of this back-and-forth between decolonial homo-
phobia and pro-LGBT+ colonialism.

Christian Liberation from Colonisation and Hetero-Patriarchy

As UK Christians reckon with colonisation and with oppression of LGBT+ people, we
should acknowledge that the relationship between these two sets of oppressions is
complex. Historically, they are intertwined, though currently it can seem we cannot
push for justice in one area without undermining the other. This tension between decol-
onisation and LGBT+ rights is a historic contingency and an ironic example of colonial
chickens coming home to roost. Illuminating this history can help resolve the tension.
Nonetheless, it is a real tension that must be navigated sensitively.

We have a responsibility to try to resolve this tension. As citizens of the Reign of God that
liberates from all spiritual-social oppression, we must resist choosing one justice at the expense
of another. We must challenge those who cynically use the apparent tension to undermine one or
the other cause. We follow a God who used a stuttering slave to liberate a nation, a Christ who
commissioned demonised and demon-possessed women to preach the gospel, and a Spirit who
welcomed the Ethiopian eunuch into God’s presence. We must seek decolonisation and racial
Justice alongside LGBT+- justice and other intersecting justice issues, locally and globally.

I suggest we should acknowledge hermeneutical privilege of the oppressed in recognis-
ing how we do this.”” This does not mean exclusively listening to religious or political elites
or even majorities in poor countries. It means valuing and listening to those doubly
oppressed by colonisation and by post-colonial homophobia. We should be led by what
they say and what they want and need. We should ask how to effectively and respectfully
support them resisting homophobic nationalism, listen to their critiques of neo-colonial
LGBT+ advocacy, and support their decolonial recovery of pre-colonial sexual/gender
diversity. And we should follow their example pushing for liberation from the intersecting
evils of colonisation and hetero-patriarchy to inform our praxis in our own communities.

Kuchus and other Southern LGBT+ people—often committed Christians98—challenge
dominant cultural values while asserting their national identity and recovering

96. Rodriguez, The Economies of Queer Inclusion, pp. 31-36, 112; Kaoma, ‘The Paradox and
Tension’.

97. Gustavo Gutiérrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent, trans. Matthew
J. O’Connell (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987), pp. xi—xiii; Lee Cormie, ‘The
Hermeneutical Privilege of the Oppressed’, Proceedings of the Catholic Theological
Society of America 33 (2012), https:/ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/ctsa/article/view/2912.

98. van Klinken, ‘Queer Love in a “Christian Nation™; Nelson Muparamoto, ‘Enduring and Subverting
Homophobia: Religious Experiences of Same-Sex Loving People in Zimbabwe’, in Ezra Chitando
and Adriaan S. van Klinken (eds.), Christianity and Controversies over Homosexuality in
Contemporary Afiica, Religion in Modem Africa (London; New York: Routledge, 2016), pp. 143—
56, https:/doi.org/10.4324/9781315571928,; Lilly Phiri, “‘Bom This Way’: The Imago Dei in Men
who Love Other Men in Lusaka, Zambia’, in Ezra Chitando and Adriaan S. van Klinken (eds.),
Christianity and Controversies over Homosexuality in Contemporary Africa, Religion in Modem
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non-heteronormative cultural identities suppressed by colonisation.”” LGBT+
Christians in Zimbabwe show how faith inspires resilience amid homophobia, persecu-
tion, discrimination, and temptation.'®® Christian organisations responding to HIV/
AIDS across Africa resist and reduce societal stigma against LGBT+ people, sex
workers, and drug users by emphasising all people as God’s beloved image-bearers.'®!
Christian men who love men in Zambia challenge worldly focus on outward appear-
ances; resist dominant, dehumanising heteronormative norms; subvert patriarchy and
heteronormativity that distort how we understand God; reject societal expectations to
be procreative; and contest dominant hetero-patriarchal interpretations of
Scripture.'®® They invoke God’s universal love and good creation against social con-
ventions and laws.'®> Ordinary Southern Christians often challenge their political
and religious leaders—and ours—to practise better solidarity with oppressed LGBT+
people.'*

Conclusion

The decolonial homophobia argument validly highlights neo-colonial LGBT+ advo-
cacy, but it fails to paint LGBT+ rights as inherently colonial. Oppressing LGBT+
people, even in the name of decolonisation, is historically and conceptually closer
to colonial oppression than to decolonisation. Christians can and should coherently
oppose both decolonial homophobia and pro-LGBT+ neo-colonialism. They are
intersecting oppressions in complex relation, and decolonial Southern LGBT+
Christians can show us ways to seek justice in both areas. We can learn from their
counter-cultural, liberating, faithful praxis in our attempts to decolonise and love mar-
ginalised people in all our contexts.
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