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1 | Introduction

Remarkable progress has been made towards the recognition of
sexual minority rights in Africa in recent years. At the state level,
South Africa is already well known as a leader in the world, not
just in Africa, for protecting the right to freedom from discrimina-
tion on the basis of sexual orientation in its constitution. South
Africa, with Brazil, also led the way in June 2011 to have the
United Nations Human Rights Council explicitly commit to that
principle. Mauritius was the sole African member of the Council
to support this successful resolution, but altogether ten African
nations have now signed a separate joint statement in the General
Assembly condemning violence and criminalization based on
sexual orientation and gender identity. Cape Verde became the
second African country to decriminalize sodomy in 2004 and
several other countries are moving towards that goal. The former
presidents of Botswana and Zambia, meanwhile, openly criticized
the then president of Malawi for his homophobic rhetoric, a rare
breaking of ranks among African nationalist patriarchs.

At the level of civil society, sexual rights associations allied
with other civil society groups can now be found in most Afri-
can countries. They are working with well-heeled donors, faith
associations, global solidarity groups and health professionals
to promote HIV prevention and honest sexuality education even
in countries where the official line is hostile. African lesbian,
gay, bisexual, trans and intersex people (Igbti) and their allies
have also taken the struggle to the courts and won. The courts
in Uganda, for example, in 2009 affirmed the right to privacy for
lgbti by issuing an injunction to stop a newspaper from publish-
ing names and addresses of alleged ‘top homosexuals’. In the
sphere of arts and letters, a rich, growing trove of research and
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representations of non-normative sexualities and gender identi-
ties is debunking hurtful stereotypes. New social media enable
activists and scholars to share this trove, along with breaking
news and views within expanding transnational networks. There
is an archive with a professional staff that actively documents the
history of homosexualities (Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action,
on the campus of the University of Witwatersrand). I could go on.

These developments have largely escaped due attention in
both the popular media and, I would argue, critical scholarship
on the topic. The persecution of people in Africa on the basis of
homosexual orientation or practices - whether admitted, assumed
or simply alleged - has by contrast received disproportionate
coverage. Uganda’s proposed Anti-Homosexuality Bill has been a
particularly powerful magnet for newshounds and sexual rights
activists, and understandably so. Its threat to create a range
of new crimes and to impose a death penalty for ‘aggravated
homosexuality’ was shocking on several levels. Its further threat
to criminalize advocates for sexual minority rights (‘aiding and
abating’ [sic] and ‘promoting homosexuality’); its targeting of
those who fail to report suspected homosexual activity (which
could of course include family members, heterosexual friends,
reporters, health professionals, lawyers and even police); its re-
quirement that Uganda withdraw from international bodies and
treaty obligations that promote rights for sexual minorities (such
as now the United Nations); and its empowerment of the state
to seek the extradition of Ugandans who commit any of the new
crimes while outside of the country gave fresh meaning to the
words extreme, self-destructive and delusional.

The Anti-Homosexuality Bill contributed to an escalation of
rhetoric and significant policy shifts at the highest levels of global
governance. Close to a million people worldwide signed a pet-
ition to protest against the bill, which also drew unusually frank
condemnations from political and religious leaders in the West.
In the case of Steven Monjeza and Tiwonge Chimbalanga, two
anatomically male people in Malawi who were jailed for ‘indecent
practices’ after symbolically marrying in 2009, no less a figure

2



than the secretary-general of the United Nations intervened to
appeal for the protection of sexual minorities. Large donors in
the struggle against HIV/AIDS have meanwhile begun to throw
their considerable resources and influence into research and
policy formulation concerning men who have sex with men, at
times positioning themselves at direct odds with elected African
leaders. UK prime minister David Cameron raised the bar in the
latter respect in October 2011 by threatening to withdraw Britain’s
development assistance from countries that violate sexual minority
rights. The same threat is also implicit in US president Barack
Obama’s pledge to ‘use foreign aid as a tool to improve Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender rights abroad’, which he described
as a ‘central’ objective of US human rights policy. In the same
year the World Bank threw its prodigious weight into the ring by
calculating the economic burdens of stigmatization of same-sex
practices, and by praising countries like Kenya whose governments
have quietly intervened to protect the health and dignity of men
who have sex with men (Beyrer et al. 2011).

On the surface, these events appear to be a clash between
liberal Western and conservative African values, and indeed both
sides often present themselves in those terms. Yet the situation
is clearly much more complex. To begin with, ‘the West’ was not
particularly liberal on this issue historically until quite recently,
and some of the most outspoken advocates of hatred against
homosexuals in Africa today are in fact directly linked to Western
Christian missionary activity, so-called ex-gay or sexual reorienta-
tion ministries from the USA in particular. Meanwhile, a growing
number of proudly nationalist African leaders have come out in
favour of the decriminalization of homosexual acts. These include
Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai of the country where political
homophobia first got started in a big way (Zimbabwe). Appear-
ances of extreme homophobia in Africa can also be deceiving.
Mauritania, to give one example, has one of the most draconian
laws against homosexual acts in the world, with punishment up
to the death sentence. Yet in 2009 the US State Department found
‘no evidence of either societal violence or systematic government

3
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discrimination based on sexual orientation, and there were no
criminal prosecutions during the year’ (USA 2010).

There is, in short, a form of ‘don’t ask, don't tell’ tolerance
that appears to make places like Mauritania safer to discreetly
take same-sex lovers than countries where full legal rights can-
not compensate for high levels of public revulsion, vigilantism,
extortion and blackmail. South Africa is the main case in point
of the latter. Indeed, the 2010 controversy around anatomically
ambiguous runner Caster Semenya exposed the big discrepancy in
that country between the high level of rights that sexual minorities
theoretically enjoy and lingering hostility or negative stereotypes
about ‘hermaphrodites’ in popular culture. During the controversy,
South African politicians and media promoted national pride
over the gay-friendly constitution even as they remained largely
silent about a spate of hate crimes against black lesbians. They
embraced Semenya as part of the South African family, but only
to the extent that her femaleness and femininity were publicly
confirmed. They vigorously denounced as racist those who ques-
tioned her credentials as a woman, as if gender ambiguity was
an affront to the very idea of blackness and, hence, an insult to
all Africans.

All this and more makes for a rich stew of international,
domestic and media politics, on top of the private passions and
anguish that sexuality has always, everywhere, entailed. Still, many
people do not understand why there is all the fuss now about
the private lives and sex organs of a presumably small number
of certain individuals. Beyrer et al. (2011), for example, assume
that only 3 per cent of males in the African countries that they
study engage in sex with males, admittedly based on virtually
no data but nevertheless a significant revision upwards from the
previously assumed negligible. Shouldn't we be concentrating on
bigger things like climate change, famine, civil wars, violence
against women, recession, new and old diseases, US troops and
drone attacks, and economic development, among so many other
issues that directly affect the well-being of hundreds of millions of
people? As Tsvangirai put it in his lukewarm call for constitutional
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protections for sexual orientation, ‘This is an elitist debate when
people have no food, when people have no jobs, when people
have so many problems. It is a diversionary attitude, to try and
put this issue at the focus of the nation is a real diversionary.
There are more important issues to deal with.

No doubt. My view, however, is that development studies as a
field of academic enquiry, and development work as a practice,
actually tend to understate the importance of sexuality to broad
questions of political and economic change. Same-sex sexuality
in particular remains marginal to most of the scholarship and
development practice, notwithstanding the flurry of headline
stories in the last few years. Yet once one lifts the lid of scandal
and secrecy around same-sex sexuality in Africa, many striking
stories emerge that shed light upon a wide range of related non-
elitist issues. There are stories of individual personal courage or
tragedy, but also of quite radical political engagement by sexual
rights advocates with the big questions of the day. Beyond the
obvious homophobic rhetoric and laws, the conflicts over sexual
diversity and gender variance lead us to debates about gender-
based violence and women’s rights, communicable disease, com-
mercial sex, racist and tribalist stereotyping, xenophobia, street
kids, witchcraft beliefs and practices, elite hypocrisy and abuse of
power, police corruption, sham elections, the meaning of culture
and cultural appropriation, Christian fundamentalist and Islamist
movements to promote intolerance, non-Africans’ involvement
and funding for such movements, foreign policy, and much more.
They reveal hints of a profound cynicism on the part of African
elites and their foreign backers to keep the pot on the boil as
a strategy to distract public attention from deeply unpopular
policies in other spheres (the rich getting richer, land grabs for
biofuel exports, etc.). They also conveniently divert discussion of
pervasive heterosexual ‘secrets’ arising from patriarchal privilege,
not least of all the sugar daddy phenomenon whereby rich men
exploit young girls and women. Even if one accepts the 3 per
cent assumption, these issues all affect the lives of the other 97
per cent.
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The purveyors of homophobia in Africa today certainly seem
to agree, and intuitively grasp the connections. Indeed, attacks on
sexual minorities in the name of national or African or traditional
values are often also only thinly veiled attacks on feminism, gender
equality and religious and other civil freedoms generally. This
was evident in the undercurrent of misogyny - hatred of and
violence against women - that has been reported in the case of
Egypt's street protests, and in political rhetoric from around the
continent that equates homosexuality with miniskirts, prostitution
and other supposed signs of Western decadence. It is evident
as well in a particular form of violence widely reported against
suspected lesbians: ‘corrective rape’, which perpetrators commonly
rationalize as a patriotic act. It is evident in the fact that anti-
homosexual politics often coincides with (and is often articulated
by the very same people) anti-condom, anti-sex work, anti-abortion
campaigns and (in Nigeria) even a proposed anti-‘nudity’ bill
directed primarily at women. It is a far-reaching agenda that calls
itself conservative, moral and patriotic yet, ironically, broadly
attacks long-standing aspects of many African cultures.

The headlines are admittedly often quite discouraging for those
who want to see Africa emerge as a healthy, democratic, prosper-
ous and culturally vibrant place. In this book I look past those
headlines. This is not to understate the very real pain and other
costs that the many strands of homophobia are causing. Rather,
it is to make the argument that African initiatives to foster new
cultures of gender and sexuality that embrace human rights and
promote sexual health among sexual minorities are not only hap-
pening alongside that pain but are seeing some real successes.
They represent a quite positive turn that has the potential to
bring significant improvements to quality of life for society as a
whole. I want to show as well that some of the dichotomies that
are upheld through the debates are less rigid than commonly
assumed or asserted: modern versus traditional, African com-
munitarian values versus Western individualism, African ‘folk’
knowledge versus the canon of Western academic theory, rights
versus health strategies, religious faith versus secular reason,
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Islam versus Christianity, ‘failed states’ versus democracy, luxury
(elitism, decadence) versus need (populism, authenticity), and
so forth. The lines between these assumed incompatibles are in
fact significantly blurred in the lived experience of people, and
that blurring in itself offers a source of hope for positive change.

I will also argue that people in the West (and elsewhere) who
want to support these initiatives need to pay closer attention to
the ways in which they show their solidarity. The desire to speak
out against homophobic discrimination is an admirable one,
and the temptation to be angry or mocking against people who
promote hateful stereotypes is understandable. I find it hard to
refrain from as much myself. Activism and media attention to the
topic can, however, create new problems in the short run that
may undermine the long-term objectives. Heaping money and
awards on select gay rights activists, for example, can cause res-
entment and division among other rights activists (the right to
clean water, right to vote, and so on), and is a tried and true
recipe for petty corruption that can tear movements apart. When
Westerners ridicule African leaders or threaten broad sanctions
without first taking the time to understand the context or to
consult African activists, they may also provoke a nationalist
defensiveness among African people. A backlash against perceived
beneficiaries of Western support could then inadvertently make
life worse for the very group that the critics claim to be support-
ing (African Igbti). African Igbti can also be patriotic and may be
deeply alienated by Western expectations of ‘real’ activism and
‘real gayness’ which do not translate very well to African contexts
and which implicitly demean African culture.

The potential for backlash against ‘gay imperialism’ from the
West is all the greater when Western media accounts and well-
meaning activists/donors focus solely on frustrations and setbacks,
always assume the worst, and fail to praise or appear to even notice
success stories. In those ways they may be unwittingly promoting
stereotypes of ‘Darkest Africa’ - homophobic, violent, irrational,
childlike in their vulnerability to manipulation by foreigners,
fundamentalists and evil-doers in general. YouTube and other
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