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Safety & Wellness Guides for Queer Zimbabweans 

Language plays a vital role in shaping how
people are perceived and treated. When
engaging with queer individuals, especially in
contexts where there are marginalized or
stigmatized communities, it’s important to use
language that is respectful, inclusive, and
affirming. Certain slurs and derogatory terms
can perpetuate harm, marginalization, and
stigmatization. This guide is to help you
understand and avoid harmful language,
specifically within the Zimbabwean context,
while also being mindful of global slurs.
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Ngochani: 
A derogatory term used to refer to gay men. Sometimes it is
used to broadly refer to all sexual and gender minorities. This
term is offensive and harmful as it reduces individuals to a
stereotype and is often used in a mocking or demeaning
manner. Instead, use “gay” or “homosexual” when referring to
someone’s sexual orientation, or simply allow individuals to self-
identify.

Ngiito: 
Often used as a slur to describe a gay man or someone with
effeminate characteristics. This term is dehumanizing and
disrespectful. Use “gay” or “effeminate” with respect to an
individual’s expression of gender, and always honor their self-
identification.

Sthabane: 
A derogatory term aimed at women who are perceived to have
masculine traits, often used to mock women in same-sex
relationships. The term is used to belittle and stigmatize
women who do not conform to traditional gender norms. 
Instead of using this term, refer to individuals based on their
preferred identity (e.g., lesbian, butch, or gender nonconforming).

Kufemera Mugotsi: 
A derogatory phrase used to describe men who engage in
same-sex relationships, often implying that they are "doing
something unnatural."
 

AVOIDING COMMON SLURS IN ZIMBABWEAN
CONTEXT
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Faggot/Fag: 
This is a highly offensive term used to describe gay men in a
derogatory manner. Avoid using it at all costs. Instead, use "gay,"
"queer," or "homosexual" based on the person’s preference.

Dyke: 
Though some women in the LGBTQIA+ community have
reclaimed this term, it is still widely considered a slur. Use it
only when someone identifies with it themselves. Otherwise, it’s
safer to refer to someone as a “lesbian” or “queer woman.”

Tranny: 
An offensive term historically used to describe transgender
individuals. It is dehumanizing and should be avoided. Instead,
use "transgender" or "trans" when referring to people who
identify as such.

Hermaphrodite: 
This outdated term is sometimes used to describe intersex
individuals. It is considered disrespectful. The correct term is
“intersex,” and it’s important to recognize that intersex people
have their own identities, experiences, and stories.

AVOIDING OTHER ENGLISH SLURS
 

LANGUAGE TO AVOID REGARDING GENDER
EXPRESSION 

Effeminate (as a pejorative): 
While it’s not inherently harmful to describe someone’s gender
expression as effeminate, it becomes problematic when used to
mock, ridicule, or reduce someone's gender identity to a
stereotype. Use terms like “gentle,” “soft,” or “feminine” when
these traits are presented positively.

Manly/Unmanly: 
These terms perpetuate rigid gender expectations. Instead of
describing someone as "unmanly" for expressing vulnerability,
or as "manly" for being strong, allow people to define
themselves on their own terms without reinforcing gendered
expectations.
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Masculine/Butch as an insult: 
Similarly, referring to someone as "butch" or "masculine" in a
derogatory way especially in the context of women or
nonbinary individuals perpetuates harmful gender stereotypes.
Embrace diversity in gender expression, and avoid using these
terms to belittle or shame.

WHY LANGUAGE MATTERS: 
Language shapes how people view themselves and others. By
using respectful and affirming language, you create a space
where all people feel seen, validated, and supported. Words have
the power to uplift and inspire, or they can harm and
marginalize. Choosing your language carefully is one way to
contribute positively to an inclusive society. Always remember
to ask individuals how they wish to be referred to, and prioritize
their identity and experience over assumptions.
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Respect Self-Identification: 
Always honor how individuals identify. If someone identifies as
a lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, nonbinary, queer, or any
other term, use the terms they’ve chosen for themselves.

Avoid Labeling People Without Consent: 
Don’t assume someone’s sexual orientation or gender identity
based on their appearance or behavior. If you are unsure about
how someone identifies, ask politely and respect their response.

Use Gender-Neutral Language: 
When in doubt, use gender-neutral language. For example, use
“partner” instead of “husband” or “wife,” and “they” as a singular
pronoun when referring to someone whose gender you don’t
know.

Don’t Use Language as a Tool of Shame: 
Avoid using words that reinforce shame, whether it's about
someone's gender expression, sexual orientation, or personal
choices. Language should empower and validate, not undermine
or stigmatize.

Challenge Disrespectful Language: 
If you hear others using derogatory terms or slurs, gently
challenge them. Explain why certain words are harmful and
offer alternatives. Your intervention can help change the culture
around you.

Be Open to Feedback: 
If you use a term that someone finds offensive, listen,
apologize, and correct yourself. Learning from these situations
is a part of becoming a better ally.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES FOR RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE


