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In mostly Christian Namibia, same-sex rights
face barriers, but not necessarily from religion

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1045 | Rehan Visser

Summary

In June 2024, the Namibian High Court decriminalised same-sex conduct between male
adults (ILGA World, 2024). The country is now one of 21 African states in which consensual
same-sex acts are legally protected (Ewokor, 2025). The court found that “singling out
homosexual men for different treatment amounts to unfair discrimination” and that
“enforcement of the private moral views of a section of the community — even if in the
majority — does not justify restricting another’s freedom and make an activity criminal”
(Kojoué, 2024).

The court decision came at a time when LGBTQI rights are being hotly debated in Namibian
society. In 2023, the Supreme Court declared that, for immigration purposes, it was
unconstitutional not to recognise same-sex civil unions that were concluded abroad (Legal
Assistance Cenftre, 2024). The ruling friggered a hostile response from legislators, who passed
bills seeking to ban marriage equality and criminalising support for or promotion of same-sex
unions. In October 2024, then-President Nangolo Mbumba signed the new Marriages Act,
“which specifically excludes same-sex couples from legal recognition, regardless of whether
such marriage was solemnised in Namibia or in a foreign country,” effectively bypassing the
Supreme Court’s ruling (Busch & Beukes, 2025).

This legislation has facilitated greater attacks on the LGBTQI community, including by religious
organisations (Kojoué, 2024; Amnesty International, 2024). Religion and homophobia are well-
established bedfellows. Using Afrobarometer data, Ananyev and Poyker (2021) explored the
long-term effects of colonial-era Christian missions in Africa on aftitudes toward
homosexuality among indigenous groups. They found that missionaries have historically
contributed to homophobic sentiments. Adding to pre-existing views, evangelical churches,
particularly from the United States, have spread antfi-gay messages across the continent
(Okereke, 2023).

Namibia is not immune to this trend. Although the Namibian Constitution is secular, the vast
maijority of citizens identify as Christians (Pieterse, 2019). This predominance of Christianity has
hugely influenced both Namibian society and politics. According to Pieterse (2019), the
religious beliefs of policy makers influence how they draft, enact, and implement laws, with
the result that the government is explicitly “anti-LGBTQI.”

This dispatch is based on results of Afrobarometer’s Round 10 survey in Namibia, conducted
in 2024, including country-specific questions about sexuality and religion not asked
elsewhere.

It finds that even though Namibia is one of Africa’s most tolerant countries when it comes to
homosexuals, same-sex rights still face an uphill battle. While a slim majority of Namibians say
they would like or not mind having homosexual people as their neighbours, nearly sixin 10
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citizens would reject a friend or family member if they were attracted to individuals of the
same gender.

Large majorities of Namibians oppose marriage equality, parenting rights for same-sex
couples, and equal rights for individuals who are attracted to people of the same gender.

Two-thirds of citizens say it is impossible to follow their religion and accept people in same-sex
relationships. Only one-fourth say citizens ought to be tolerant of those who are attracted to
people of the same gender even if it goes against their moral beliefs.

Virtually all Namibians identify as Christian, although fewer than half say they actively
participate in religious practices. Highly religious folks are less likely to reject homosexual
neighbours than those who don’'t practise a religion, though they are equally likely to furn
away family and friends who are attracted to others of the same gender.

Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Namibia, led by Survey Warehouse, interviewed a nationally
representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,200 adult Namibians in March 2024.
A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage
points at a 95% confidence level. Previous standard Afrobarometer surveys were conducted
in Namibia in 1999, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019, and 2021.

Key findings

¥ More than half (51%) of Namibians say they would “somewhat like” or “strongly like" it
or “would not care” if their neighbours were homosexual.

o Across 36 African countries surveyed, Namibia ranks as the fourth-most-tolerant,
behind Cabo Verde (73%), Seychelles (71%), and South Africa (66%).

B But almost six in 10 citizens (58%) say they would reject a friend or family member who
was attracted to people of the same gender.

o Intolerant attitudes toward homosexual friends or relatives are more common in
rural areas than urban centres (65% vs. 53%) and decrease with education.

B One-fourth (25%) of respondents say Namibians should accept those who are
aftracted to people of the same gender, even if they think it contradicts their ethicall
views, but 62% disagree.

¥ Majorities believe that same-sex couples should not be allowed to parent (68%), that
people should not be allowed to marry someone of the same gender (68%). and that
individuals who are atfracted to those of the same gender should not enjoy the same
rights as heterosexuals (64%).

¥ More than half (55%) of citizens say Namibians in same-sex relationships face

harassment or threats. About fourin 10 say they are discriminated against in
employment (41%) and housing (37%).
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" In a population that overwhelmingly identifies as Christian (97%), two-thirds (68%) say it
is not possible to follow their religion and accept people who are in same-sex
relationships.

" Intolerance toward homosexual neighbours is lower among the most religious adults
(42%) than among non-practising religious folks (50%), agnostics (53%), atheists (54%),
and sceptics (57%).

o But the highly religious reject family and friends who are attracted to people of
the same gender at similar rates as less religious and non-religious individuals.

Attitudes toward homosexuality

How accepting are Namibians of homosexuals among their nearest and dearest?

Asked how they would feel about having homosexuals live next door, Namibians are split:
Slightly more than half (51%) express folerance, saying they would “strongly like or “somewhat
like" it or “would not care,” but almost as many (49%) say they would dislike the prospect
(Figure 1).1

Figure 1: Aftitude toward homosexuals as neighbours | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: For the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like
having people from this group as neighbours, dislike if, or not care: Homosexuals?

Across 36 countries surveyed by Afrobarometer, only one-fifth (21%) of respondents express
tolerance toward homosexuals as neighbours (Figure 2). Namibia ranks fourth-highest on the
list, behind Cabo Verde (73%), Seychelles (71%), and South Africa (66%).

In all other countries, fewer than half of citizens would welcome neighbours who are
attracted to the same sex.

! Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 30% “strongly dislike” and 18% “somewhat dislike” sum to 49%).
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Figure 2: Tolerance toward homosexuals as neighbours | 36 countries | 2024/2025
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Respondents were asked: For the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like
having people from this group as neighbours, dislike if, or not care: Homosexuals¢ (% who say “strongly

like,” “somewhat like,” or “would not care”)

Namibians’ tolerance toward homosexuals in their neighbourhood has remained steady in
the most recent survey round after dropping by 15 percentage points between 2019 (64%)

and 2022 (49%) (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Tolerance toward homosexuals as neighbours | Namibia | 2014-2024
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Respondents were asked: For the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like
having people from this group as neighbours, dislike if, or not care: Homosexuals? (% who say “strongly
like,” “somewhat like,” or “would not care”)

But tolerance is lower when it comes to loved ones: 58% of citizens say they would reject a
friend or family member if they found out that they were attracted to individuals of the same
gender, while about two in 10 would accept them (22%) (Figure 4). A slightly smaller share
would neither accept nor reject them (18%).

Figure 4: Aftitude toward same-sex attraction among family and friends
| Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How accepting or rejecting would you be if you found out that a friend or
family member is atfracted fo people of the same gender?

Men are more likely than women to reject same-sex attraction among family and friends
(61% vs. 55%), while youth are less negative than older generations (55% of 18- to 35-year-olds
vs. 62% of those age 36 years and above) (Figure 5).

Nearly two-thirds of rural residents (65%) and adults with little or no schooling (64%) would
distance themselves from kith and kin, compared to roughly half of urbanites (53%) and
degree-holders (50%). These findings align with previous research based on Afrobarometer
data that emphasises the roles played by education and urbanisation in increasing
tolerance of sexual minorities in Africa (Dulani, Sambo, & Yi Dionne, 2016).
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Figure 5: Reject same-sex attraction among family and friends
| by demographic group | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How accepting or rejecting would you be if you found out that a friend or
family member is atfracted to people of the same gender? (% who say “somewhat rejecting” or
“completely rejecting”)

How should Namibians freat those who are attracted to people of the same gender if doing
so violates their own ethical beliefs¢ One-fourth (25%) preach tolerance, while a clear
majority (62%) counsel against it (Figure 6). About one in eight (12%) sit in neither camp.

Figure 6: Should people be tolerant even if it goes against their morals? | Namibia
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: For the following statement, please tell me whether you disagree or agree: It
is important for Namibians fo be tolerant of those who are attracted to people of the same gender,
even if they feel it is against their own morals.
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Rights for same-sex couples

As the law currently stands in Namibia, same-sex couples are denied conjugal and parenting
rights that heterosexual couples and single parents enjoy. Gay and lesbian couples may not
marry under either civil or customary law, and they are prohibited from adopting children as
a joint endeavour (Legal Assistance Cenftre, 2024). What do ordinary citizens think of
extending equal rights and recognitions o individuals in same-sex relationships?

A considerable majority (64%) disagree with the idea that those who are attracted to
members of the same sex should be afforded the same legal rights as everyone else (Figure
7). And even larger majorities oppose marriage equality (68%) and same-sex parenting rights
(68%). However, notable minorities express support for these rights: 22% for marriage and
parenting rights, and 26% for equal rights.

Figure 7: Views on same-sex rights | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or
agree:
Individuals who are atfracted to people of the same gender should have the same legal rights as
everyone else in Namibia.
People should have the right to marry whomever they choose no matter the gender of their
partners.

People who are in same-sex relationships have the right to be parents just like anyone else.

How often are people in same-sex relationships discriminated againste More than half (55%)
of respondents report that such individuals are harassed or threatened, including 15% who
say this happens “many tfimes” and 12% who say it happens “always,” while roughly one-third
(32%) say it “never” happens (Figure 8).

About four in 10 citizens say Namibians in same-sex relationships are discriminated against
when they seek work (41%) or housing (37%). But slightly larger shares of the population
disagree (43% and 46%, respectively).
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Figure 8: Discrimination against Namibians in same-sex relationships | Namibia
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how often, if at all, do Namibians who are in same-sex
relationships face the following: Job discrimination? Housing discriminatione Harassment or threatsg

The role of religion

Even though the country is nominally secular, Christianity is deeply embedded in Namibia:
97% of citizens identify as Christian (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Religious affiliation | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: What is your religion, if any?

But degrees of religiosity differ across individuals. About two-fifths (42%) say religion is an
essential aspect of who they are, while another 15% say they are religious but don’t engage
in religious practices (Figure 10).

Others hold different opinions about higher powers: 14% are confident they don’t exist, 12%
say they are sceptical, and 9% are agnostic.
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Figure 10: Level of religiosity | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Please indicate the level of your religiosity by choosing the statement that
best describes your beliefs.

What is the relationship between faith and tolerance toward homosexuality2 Two-thirds (68%)
of Namibians say the two cannot mix, although one in five (21%) hold that it is possible to
follow their religion and accept people in same-sex relationships (Figure 11).

Figure 11: Possible to follow religion and accept people in same-sex relationships?
| Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: For the following statement, please tell me whether you disagree or agree: It
is possible to follow my religion and accept people who are in same-sex relationships.

Does homophobia rise with the degree of religiositye Perhaps surprisingly, the evidence
suggests the opposite, at least when it comes to tolerance toward neighbours.
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Among highly religious Namibians, 42% say they would dislike having homosexuals live next
door, compared to 57% among sceptics, 53% among agnostics, and 50% among non-
practising religious folks (Figure 12). More than half (54%) of atheists also express intolerance.

Figure 12: Dislike homosexuals as neighbours | by level of religiosity | Namibia
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: For the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like
having people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care: Homosexuals? (% who say
“somewhat dislike” or “strongly dislike”)

However, attitudes are less variable when we turn to loved ones: 58% of the deeply faithful
would reject same-sex aftraction among family and friends, which places them midway
between atheists (54%) and sceptics (61%), and at the same level as agnostics (59%) and
non-practising religious individuals (58%) (Figure 13).

Figure 13: Reject same-sex attraction among family and friends
| by level of religiosity | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How accepting or rejecting would you be if you found out that a friend or
family member is attracted to people of the same gender? (% who say “somewhat rejecting” or
“"completely rejecting”)

These findings indicate that there is little difference in tolerance between highly religious
Namibians and their less religious or non-religious counterparts. This suggests that while some
religious groups may promote anti-LGBTQI legislation, religion may not be a primary driver of
homophobic attitudes in the general population.
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Conclusion

On a list of 36 surveyed countries across Africa, Namibia is the fourth-most-tolerant tfoward
homosexuals as neighbours. Even so, almost half of citizens still say they would dislike having
them live next door, and nearly three in five would disapprove of a friend or family member
who revealed same-sex attraction. Urban residents and highly educated Namibians are less
likely than their rural and less-educated counterparts to spurn friends and relatives.

Views are even more pronounced when it comes to same-sex rights: About two-thirds of
citizens want to deny their fellow citizens parenting and conjugal rights if they form part of a
same-sex couple, while a similar proportion say Namibians who are attracted to members of
their own gender should be denied legal rights enjoyed by other citizens.

Namibians also see same-sex aftraction and practices as being in fension with their morality
and religion. Six in 10 believe people shouldn't have to accept individuals attracted to the
same gender if doing so conflicts with their moral views. An even larger proportion deny that
it is possible to follow their religion and accept people in same-sex relationships.

Given prior evidence of a connection between Christianity and homophobic attitudes on
the continent, we might expect that more religious Namibians are more likely to be intolerant
toward homosexuality. However, when we look at measures of intolerance by level of
religiosity, a less clear-cut picture emerges: Deeply religious citizens are less likely than
agnostics, sceptics, and atheists to say they don’t want same-sex couples to reside among
them, although they are about equally likely to reject family and friends who are attracted to
others of the same gender.

These findings point fo a complex interplay of factors that continue to sustain homophobia in
Namibia. Atftempts to eradicate hostility, protect members of the queer community, and
prevent anti-LGBTQI legislation from passing will have to confront the multifaceted nature of
the beast.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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