
Vulnerability and Agency: Queer Representations in Contemporary 

Literary and Cultural Texts from Sub-Saharan Africa 

Wesley Paul Macheso 

Department of English 

December 2021

Thesis presented in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at 

Stellenbosch University 

Supervisors: 

Prof. Shaun Viljoen 

Dr Mathilda Slabbert 



i 

Declaration 

By submitting this thesis electronically, I declare that the entirety of the work contained therein is 

my own, original work, that I am the sole author thereof (save to the extent explicitly otherwise 

stated), that reproduction and publication thereof by Stellenbosch University will not infringe any 

third-party rights and that I have not previously in its entirety or in part submitted it for obtaining 

any qualification. 

December 2021 

Copyright © 2021 Stellenbosch University 

All rights reserved 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



ii 

 

Dedication 

To life. For life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



iii 

 

Abstract 

This thesis examines representations of queer genders and sexualities in literary and cultural texts 

from sub-Saharan Africa written and/or produced in the twenty-first century. The analysis brings 

together life writing, short fiction, and filmic texts depicting the experiences of queer subjects from 

the region, which is notorious for homophobia and other forms of exclusion based on bodily 

performances in gender and sexuality. My focus is on assessing how these texts represent the 

vulnerability associated with queerness in the region and the ways in which the marginalised 

identities seek and attain agency amidst such vulnerabilities. The thesis further examines the ways 

in which these literary and cinematic representations function as agentic narratives giving voice, 

visibility, and audience to oppressed identities that are deliberately left to lurk on the margins of 

heteropatriarchal societies that thrive on maintaining heteronormative gender and sexual orders 

that satisfy the capitalistic demands of patriarchy for its sustenance. The study establishes that 

queer individuals in sub-Saharan Africa are rendered vulnerable because of the lack of recognition 

of their identities due to heteronormative discourses on gender and sexuality that inform 

permissible and/or non-permissible forms of being. The heteronormative commandments 

justifying queer exclusion are thoroughly interwoven in social, political, religious, and cultural 

norms advanced by authorities in the region. However, the study has found that representing these 

stigmatised lives in literary and cultural texts has the potential of granting them agency for fostering 

positive social change and reshaping the negative attitudes that mainstream societies have towards 

these identities. This agency for queer liberation proves to be crucial in securing possible 

unthreatened futures for queerness in sub-Saharan Africa.   
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Opsomming 

Hierdie tesis ondersoek die representasie van queer genders en seksualiteite in literêre en kulturele 

tekste uit Afrika suid van die Sahara wat in die een-en-twintigste eeu geskryf en/of geproduseer is. 

Die analise bring lewensketse, kortverhale en filmproduksies byeen wat die ervarings van queer 

persone van dié streek voorstel – ’n streek wat berug is vir homofobie en ander vorme van 

uitsluiting gegrond op liggaamlike funksionerings ten opsigte van gender en seksualiteit. My fokus 

is om te assesseer hoe hierdie tekste kwesbaarheid wat met queerheid in dié streek verband hou, 

representeer, asook die wyses hoe die gemarginaliseerde identiteite agentskap soek en verkry te 

midde van so ’n kwesbaarheid. Die tesis ondersoek voorts die maniere waarop hierdie literêre en 

filmiese representasies funksioneer as narratiewe agente wat ’n stem, sigbaarheid en ’n gehoor gee 

aan onderdrukte identiteite wat doelbewus verberg word op die rand van heteropatriargale 

samelewings wat daarop floreer om heteronormatiewe genders en seksuele ordeninge wat aan die 

kapitalistiese eise van patriargie voldoen, te handhaaf ter wille van die instandhouding daarvan. 

Die studie stel vas dat queer individue in Afrika suid van die Sahara kwesbaar gestel word weens 

’n gebrek aan erkenning van hul identiteite as gevolg van heteronormatiewe diskoerse oor gender 

en seksualiteit wat toelaatbare en/of ontoelaatbare vorme van syn belig. Die heteronormatiewe 

verordeninge wat die uitsluiting van queer persone regverdig, is diep verweef met sosiale, politieke, 

godsdienstige en kulturele norme wat deur outoriteite in die streek bevorder word. Die studie het 

egter bevind dat die representasie van hierdie gestigmatiseerde lewens in literêre en kulturele tekste 

die potensiaal het om aan hulle agentskap te gee om positiewe maatskaplike verandering te 

bewerkstellig en die negatiewe houdings wat hoofstroomsamelewings teen hierdie identiteite 

koester, te omvorm. Hierdie agentskap vir queer bevryding is van kritieke belang om onbedreigde 

toekomsmoontlikhede vir queerheid in Afrika suid van die Sahara te verseker.   
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Chapter One 

 Rethinking Queer Enactments in Sub-Saharan African Imaginaries 

Prelude1  

We do not want the hate, no ghost boys wandering about cities that should 

be home, no sticks calling the name of love, no mother giving up on boys 

so soft the earth knows them as breath, no breaking of effeminate boys into 

houses filled with the pain of being strong, no song calling on the sky for 

fire, no fire speaking the language of burning skin, no empty rooms in the 

stomach of boys filled with love 

                                                                                                (Oriogun 30) 

Curtain Up 

It is interesting to note that since the official end of colonialism and draconian dictatorships in most 

sub-Saharan African countries, writers and cultural producers from the region have taken up the 

task to engage with topics that for a long time were considered taboo. Apart from painting vivid 

images of the colonial struggle and the violence of the national elite who inherited power from the 

colonisers, these artists have not shied away from tackling equally relevant topics that expose and 

challenge injustices that arise due to power differentials at different levels on the continent. Such 

issues include problems of gender and the position of women, the plight of immigrants, children, 

and refugees, and more controversially, the place (or lack thereof) of queer identities in the region.  

In this thesis, I explore a selection of contemporary literary and cultural representations of queer 

identities from sub-Saharan Africa. My study takes a multi-generic and cross-cultural focus by 

 
1 In this introductory chapter and in the conclusion, I play with theatrical terms often employed in stage drama as I 

regard my thesis a stage that gives audience to the display and performance of multiple gender and sexual identities 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Herein are representations of bodies and souls that refuse to be defined by the minoritizing 

logics of heteropatriarchy and are able to gather the agency for self-expression despite their exposure to 

vulnerability. My approach also hints at the Butlerian notion of gender as performance.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



2 

 

bringing together fictional, non-fictional, and cinematic representations produced by artists and/or 

about people who identify as queer from sub-Saharan Africa. Although topics of queer genders and 

sexualities have increasingly received attention in African scholarship, this research particularly 

focusses on how literary and cultural producers employ narratives as sources of agency that may 

lead to activism. My study aims to demonstrate how vulnerability associated with queerness is 

being increasingly considered as a productive resource – as a source of agency – for fostering social 

change and affirming alternative identities and their futures in heteropatriarchal African societies.  

Lisa Folkmarson Kall observes that, “vulnerability is often understood in negative terms as a loss 

or deprivation to an otherwise whole individual, suggesting a weakness to be overcome in order to 

reinstate an original integral and self-centred identity” (1). Barbara Mistztal seconds Kall by 

arguing that, traditionally, the concept is used to describe the powerlessness, the precarious 

conditions, associated with the physical limitations of the body and problems faced by people in 

need of protection (2). In this regard, vulnerable individuals are perceived as people with no 

agency, deserving compassion from the rest of the society. However, my reading of contemporary 

representations of queer identities in sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates that vulnerability can 

become a source of agency. This is in line with the sentiments of Rachel Lewis in her reading of 

the visual art of Zanele Muholi where she postulates that, thinking vulnerability and agency 

together is crucial in generating resistance against violence and marginalisation of queer identities 

(228).   

My first encounter with the vulnerability that haunts queer people in sub-Saharan Africa came 

through homophobic news articles that I read in Malawi concerning the relationship between 

Tiwonge Chimbalanga and Steven Monjeza around 2009. The story of the two has thus far become 

a platform for stepping into debates on the rights of gender and sexual minorities in Malawi. 

Chimbalanga and Monjeza were arrested and sentenced to fourteen years imprisonment for holding 
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a pre-nuptial engagement ceremony on 26th December 2009 (Price 526). The public outrage that 

followed this event was enough to make the most curious of us rethink how our society regards 

gender, sexuality, love, and marriage. The two biologically male lovers were castigated, even on 

national television, and most people argued that they were worse than dogs. A considerable number 

of people also felt that their prison sentence was too lenient, arguing that they deserved the death 

penalty as their actions were harmful to the rest of the society.   

What aroused my curiosity in this issue was that, prior to the engagement ceremony and the drama 

that followed, those who knew Chimbalanga did not suspect that he was a man for he had been 

crossdressing for a long time. Louise Price relates that during the trial,  

[e]vidence was given that Chimbalanga used to do what the women of [her] village did, that 

is, go to social events together and sleep together as women. It was only when the news broke 

and Chimbalanga was challenged that it became clear that he was in fact, in biological terms, 

male. (528) 

One then wonders how Chimbalanga, who now lives as a transgender woman in South Africa, 

could suddenly become a threat to those he had lived with harmlessly for a long period of time. 

Thinking about Chimbalanga’s predicament reminded me of the fact that he was not the first 

crossdresser to make news in Malawi. Around 2001, there was a man who became a sort of 

celebrity in the country for crossdressing. He renamed himself Miss Ntcheu Nachisale, representing 

himself as a Ngoni woman. This drag queen used to attend traditional weddings dressed in 

traditional women’s attire and he was a darling to many such that, at the height of his fame, he was 

interviewed on a program, Face to Face aired on Television Malawi. The questions that I had then, 

which prompted my interest in researching social attitudes towards gender and sexuality in African 

imaginaries were: what informs social attitudes towards people who present as different in African 

societies? What happened in Malawi between Miss Ntcheu Nachisale’s fame and Chimbalanga’s 

denigration? When did my society realise that crossing the gender boundary was harmful? And 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



4 

 

why? Thus, I set out on this research journey, and along the way, some of my questions have been 

answered as this thesis will demonstrate.  

My study focusses on work from sub-Saharan Africa that represents queer lives written and 

produced in the 21st century. The selection of the texts takes into consideration their aesthetic 

quality, the relevance of subject matter, their thematic significance, and the fact that they have not 

received extensive scholarly attention. The texts under study are as follows, beginning with life 

writing2: Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me: My Life as a Lesbian 

Sangoma (2008) (South Africa), You Have to be Gay to Know God (2018) by Siya Khumalo (South 

Africa), Becoming Him: A Trans Memoir of Triumph (2018) by Landa Mabenge (South Africa), 

and Always Anastacia: A Transgender Life in South Africa (2016) by Anastacia Tomson (South 

Africa). In fiction, I analyse a selection of short stories from two collections: Fairytales for Lost 

Children (2015) by Diriye Osman (Somalia), and Queer Africa 2: New Stories (2017) edited by 

Makhosazana Xaba and Karen Martin, which includes short fiction from South Africa, Uganda, 

Nigeria, Kenya, and Sierra Leone. In cinema, I work with two fictional films: John Trengove’s 

Inxeba (The Wound) (2017) (South Africa), and Rafiki (2018) by Wanuri Kahiu (Kenya). These 

will be analysed alongside documentary films on real life experiences, which include The Pearl of 

Africa (2016) by Jonny von Wallström (Uganda), Roger Ross Williams’ God Loves Uganda (2013) 

(Uganda), Call Me Kuchu (2012) (Uganda) by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika Zouhali-

Worrall, and Habeeb Lawal’s Veil of Silence (2014) (Nigeria). 

It should be acknowledged that most of the texts that I came across during my research are from 

South Africa. This is so because the country has so far taken the lead in the writing and publishing 

 
2 In using this term, I borrow Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson’s definition of life writing, in Reading Autobiography: 

A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (2001), as a general term for writing of diverse kinds that takes the life of a 

real person as its subject. Such writing can take any form from being biographical, historical or novelistic. Life 

narratives may also be digital, visual, or filmic (4).     
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of queer literature on the continent. As Taiwo Adetunji Osinubi remarks, unlike other African 

countries, South Africa has a history of activism in sexual rights supported by a robust research 

and publishing culture (“Queer Prolepsis” xv-xvi). Considering this fact, I have tried to include as 

many works as possible produced outside South Africa to allow for the cross-cultural and cross-

regional nature of the study. My selecting of short story collections, for example, is in part, one of 

my efforts to include diverse narratives from different parts of sub-Saharan Africa. I have chosen 

to mostly work with prose narratives because my research has shown that, when it comes to queer 

representations, this is the form that most African writers prefer over other genres such as poetry 

and the play.  

In my reading of the selected representations herein, I argue that queer individuals in sub-Saharan 

Africa are rendered vulnerable because of the lack of recognition of their identities due to 

heteronormative discourses on gender and sexuality that inform permissible and/or non-

permissible forms of being on the continent. As Judith Butler reiterates, at the level of discourse, 

“certain lives are not considered lives at all and they cannot be humanised” (Precarious Life, 34). 

When lives are dehumanised at that level, several consequences follow, including physical violence 

that, in some sense, delivers the message of dehumanisation that is already at work in a culture.  As 

such, she argues that a vulnerability must be perceived and recognised in order to foster an ethical 

encounter (Butler, Precarious Life 43). Butler contends that recognition has the power to change 

the meaning and structure of the vulnerability itself.  

The fictional, life writing, and filmic texts on queer identities that I analyse here manifest as acts 

of engagement fostering recognition of the vulnerability of gender non-conforming identities in 

patriarchal heteronormative African societies. Francis Fukuyama regards such efforts for 

recognition as demands for “the inner sense of dignity” that affords self-esteem to marginalised 

identities in mainstream societies (18). The literary representations under study have the potential 
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to become sources of agency in disrupting normative socio-political discourses on queerness and 

work towards re-imagining the queer body into existence in cultural contexts that have negated it. 

My study investigates how the selected texts achieve this by analysing aspects of narrative style 

such as form, figurative language, setting, theme, plot, voicing, and characterisation in the selected 

fictional and non-fictional narratives. 

Interlude  

& 

we do not want you turning your back as queer boys are filled with straws, 

as they are made dry, as they are prepared to be sacrificed to a God whose 

body is filled with smoke. As they know fire as a ritual of death, as they know 

love as what leads to burnt bones, as they run into the dark to survive, as  

they navigate between shadows to know love, as they become used to their 

fingers searching for honey in a house without light, as they yearn for love, 

as they wander deep into questions that leave the body sore 

                                                                                                    (Oriogun 30) 

Uplighting 

Perhaps some may have the questions: why sub-Saharan Africa? Why queer? Why now?  

Well, I find sub-Saharan Africa an interesting, vital context for research because of its socio-

cultural diversity and some shared experiences in the region. Firstly, the countries from which the 

texts are selected share a history of colonialism, which has mostly shaped the thinking of their 

political and religious authorities. In addition, religion (mostly Islam and Christianity), coupled 

with patriarchal traditional cultures are upheld as guides to morality in this region. It is mostly 

because of these ideological forces that queerness is abhorred, rendering these identities vulnerable.  
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Queerness is vilified in sub-Saharan Africa to the point that most governments in the region uphold 

homophobia on the premise that gender and sexual nonconformity are un-African (Msibi 64). The 

authorities in these states employ both ideological and repressive apparatuses aimed at the erasure 

of gender nonconforming sexualities from the cultural matrixes of the societies. As Zethu 

Matabeni, Surya Munro, and Vasu Reddy point out, “LGBT lives are still viewed by African 

homophobes, biphobes, and transphobes as acts and behaviours that should not be accorded status 

as identities with citizenship rights” (Queer in Africa 2, emphasis in the original). Thus, they argue, 

“it remains essential for queer politics to remain vigilant and attentive in order to mobilise against 

exclusions, discrimination, and silencing” (Matabeni et al, Queer in Africa 2).  

The arguments against queerness in the region often revolve around essentialist perceptions of 

Africa and Africans as categories that can be easily defined in simplistic terms. Senayon Olaoluwa 

highlights that, among other factors, the policing of gender variance can be attributed to “the 

purchase of Christianity and Islam in African societies, African conservatism, the burden of 

colonial memory and the anxiety of re-colonisation by the West, and patriarchal hegemonic 

leadership in most African nation states” (20-21). These ideological tools work together, in an 

almost similar fashion, to marginalise queer lives. As such, representations of queer identities in 

literature and film from sub-Saharan Africa have not gone without controversy as can be evidenced 

in much of the research that has already been conducted on this subject (see for example Green-

Simms 2016; Dunton 2017; Morgan and Wieringa 2005; Epprecht 2006, among others). 

Sokari Ekine identifies the roots of queer marginalisation in Africa as being imbedded within 

interlocutions on gender and sexuality that dominate debates on the continent. Her position is that  

[t]wo distinct, yet interlinked narratives dominate discussions of queer African sexualities: 

one claims that queer sexualities are ‘unAfrican’ and the other treats Africa as a site of 

obsessive homophobia. The first stems from a list of religious fundamentalisms, which insist 

on strict literal interpretations of religious texts, and a culturally essentialist position which 
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pathologises and denies the existence of queerness on the continent […] The second narrative 

on ‘African homophobia’ is rooted in colonial discourses of deviant and peculiar African 

sexuality and in a contemporary neo-liberal, global ‘LGBT’ agenda which seeks to 

universalise white Euro-American sexual norms and gender expressions [….] (78).  

Ekine cites Hoad (2007), Massad (2007), and Atluri (2009), all of whom support her observation. 

The range of texts that I analyse in this thesis also support the above assertion and I go on to 

demonstrate how such authoritative regimes induce vulnerability among African queer subjects. 

My project further investigates the possibilities of securing queer African futures by examining 

how these literary and cultural productions solicit agency for queer becoming amid such 

vulnerabilities.   

Commenting on recent scholarship in the field, John C. Hawley argues that contemporary African 

writers are trying to offer new ways of presenting queerness on the continent that challenge 

essentialism while giving the lie to those who deny the existence of “non-normative” African 

sexualities (“In Transition” 120). I consider such forms of representation agentic in that they 

provide alternative narratives to the single story of queerness as an aberration, championed by 

heteronormative regimes of power. Shari Stone-Mediatore reminds us that the power of narrative 

agency in disrupting systems of oppression and discourses of marginalisation cannot be 

overemphasised. She argues that “narration is a way to reclaim the agencies of people who have 

been excluded from cultural and political centres and for whom political and epistemic agency 

remains a struggle” (Stone-Mediatore 150). The narratives of queer lives that I analyse in this thesis 

become agentic and necessary tools in the struggle for the recognition and acceptance of queer 

people in sub-Saharan Africa.  

Scholars such as Lindsey Green-Simms (2016), Taiwo Osinubi (2016), and Brenna Munro (2017) 

have described African queer writing in the twenty-first century as an emergent genre. By this, they 

mean that the novelty of such works also borders on notions of “emergency” in that writers have 
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suddenly felt the need to address topics that have been ignored for a long time in African literary 

history (Munro, “States” 188). Osinubi stipulates that recent emerging queer representations in 

African literature and film engage in a restorative project. He argues: 

[n]ew queer representations pressure the interrogatory function of queer figures within proleptic 

formulations. In these representations, the deferred interrogation of the sexual commons and 

the requisite egonistic encounter with colonialism’s – and now globalisation’s – sexual effects 

has arrived. (ix)  

My study is partly informed by Osinubi’s observation, but I assess how these representations have 

capitalised on the very vulnerability that characterises queer identity as a source of agency. I focus 

on contemporary representations as displays of alternative identities and activism. I also examine 

the intersecting disciplinary powers that colonise African sexuality and how they are challenged 

through the language of narration. 

Further, I have observed that scholarship on African queer genders and sexualities has largely 

concentrated on gay men, bisexual people, and lesbian identities. Transgender identity (among 

many in the umbrella LGBTIQ+) has not received extensive attention, especially when it comes to 

its representation in literary and cultural productions. My study addresses this gap by examining 

two transgender memoirs, a selection of short stories on African transgender identities, and a 

documentary film on the same topic. By reading queer representations in life writing, I cover a 

crucial niche in scholarship since much of existing criticism dwells on fictional accounts. Film and 

documentary productions have also not received enough critical attention in African queer 

scholarship, and I contribute to the research archive. 

My reading of these texts partly focusses on the derivation of the term ‘vulnerability’ from the 

Latin word for ‘wound – ‘vulnus’ (Mistztal 1). I assess the metaphorical implications of this term 

and how they manifest in socio-political discourses on queerness in the African context. In my 
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analysis of these representations, on the one hand, queer individuals in African societies are 

seemingly regarded as having a “wound” that the society tries to heal using its hetero-normative 

disciplinary powers. The consensus is that this “wound”, ironically, has the potential of 

“wounding” mainstream society by disrupting traditional moral conventions regarding gender and 

sexuality. On the other hand, the representations of queer identities in the texts seem to challenge 

these normative discourses by demonstrating and establishing that the said “wound” is in the 

society itself and it borders on its failure to recognise and accept difference and human diversity. I 

explore how these texts challenge such dominant discourses to suggest that the problem may be 

with the society itself. 

Some critics have highlighted the challenges of employing the term “queer” particularly in African 

contexts bearing in mind that it has been coined in the global north. As Pumla Gqola points out, 

some use the label comfortably while others question its applicability to “contexts outside the 

geographical politics of its emergence” (2). The latter argument considers “queer” an imported 

term, hence challenging its “African-ness”. The questions that arise in this debate are quite crucial 

considering the history between Africa and the West in terms of how the latter has been seen to 

influence certain gendered realities and perceptions in the former. 

It should be mentioned that the view that the term “queer” is un-African also directly relates to the 

perception that queer sexualities and identities are un-African in nature, which is one of the reasons 

they are challenged by heteronormative establishments on the continent. The nature of the debate 

that emerges on the usage of the term reveals that arguments against its use in African scholarship 

and/or the view that queer sexualities are by nature not African, stem from the essentialism already 

highlighted above. This tendency to essentialise Africa and Africans has resulted in ignoble 

misconceptions. In her challenge to this, Simidele Dosekun argues for an anti-essentialist position 

that maintains that Africa and African-ness are historical and contingent constructs: 
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[t]he anti-essentialist argument does not imply that there is no such thing as Africa. It does not 

deny the many shared historical, material, and cultural conditions across Africa, which are in 

many ways unique to the continent and which in many ways shape our identities as African. It 

denies rather that those conditions are inherent, natural or fixed. (Dosekun 42)  

The conceptualisation of what is and what is not African is in a state of constant flux due to 

migration, multiculturalism, and globalisation, which have opened space for hybrid identities and 

cultures that may not be fixed to a single continent. This idea is supported by other scholars, 

including Taiye Tuakli-Wosomu who coined the term Afropolitanism to describe the condition of 

the new African and Africa as a product of globalisation (2005). Therefore, I find the term “queer” 

applicable to African contexts which are part of the global village.  

I adopt “queer” in my analysis to refer to multiple and intersecting gender nonconforming identities 

that are commonly identified with the acronym LGBTIQ+. I use the term while aware of the 

debates that have emerged, not only in Africa, but also in the global north regarding its use as an 

identity marker. In her landmark article, “Critically Queer”, Butler discusses what has resulted in 

the shift in dynamics for the term “queer” to change from a negative slur to an affirmative term for 

LGBTIQ+ identity. She notices that “paradoxically, but also with great promise, the subject who 

is ‘queered’ into public discourse through homophobic interpellations of various kinds takes up or 

cites that very term as the discursive basis for an opposition” (Butler, Bodies 177). 

Butler observes that with continued use of the term by those that are usually marginalised in 

mainstream societies, “queer” has become a productive resource for challenging that 

marginalisation and establishing alternative identities. I find the term very useful because of its 

fluidity in its applicability to a corpus of identities that cannot be easily pinned down to a single 

definition. As Osinubi relates,  

[q]ueer appears expressly appropriate for the sexual antimonies of colonial modernity as it 

serves as shorthand for practices that cannot be fully subsumed into identitarian labels of 
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lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual, or those that cannot be adequately translated into 

European languages. In sum, emerging African scholarship draws strategically on an 

expedient and requisite vocabulary. (Osinubi, “Queer Prolepsis” xv) 

In this regard, I employ “queer” as a deconstructive concept that challenges heteronormative binary 

conceptions of gender and sexual identity. My study examines how writers and producers in sub-

Saharan Africa have taken up the term as an agentic weapon in their representations of gender and 

sexual nonconformity. 

I use this term following in the footsteps of Zethu Matabeni and Jabu Pereira who, in their preface 

to Reclaiming Afrikan: Queer Perspectives on Sexual and Gender Identities (2014), describe it as 

“a critical space that pushes the boundaries of what is embraced as normative” (7). Not using the 

term in African scholarship will not change the assumptions (positive or negative) that it embodies 

and that are usually used to identify gender identity categories that fall under it. In fact, using the 

word in these oppressive environments is agentic as it enables those who are “queered” to project 

their identities onto the dominant culture that seeks to make them invisible through discriminatory 

verbal slurs and acts of physical violence. In the words of Michael Warner, “queer represents, 

among other things, an aggressive impulse of generalisation; it rejects a minoritising logic of 

toleration or simple political interest-representation in favour of more thorough resistance to 

‘regimes of the normal’” (16).  

Interlude  

& 

we do not want the tears, no mother dragging us to church, no altar filled 

with the smell of burning incense, no prophet clad in a white gown, no 

Bible raised high like a sword, no whip coming down hard on bare backs,  

no boy holding his lover’s name in a song of pain, no words of deliverance 
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hanging over beautiful heads, no mother fighting back tears, no boy bathing 

with water filled with prayers and leaves, no boy walking back home with 

shame, no boy washing his tongue to be safe, no boy burning his skin to 

know the taste of death 

                                                                                                (Oriogun 30) 

Blocking  

My study is generally grounded in queer theories as it examines the portrayal of social attitudes 

towards bodies that are considered deviant in the selected literary and cultural texts. Much as these 

theories are concerned with multiple identity categories, I mostly focus on gender and sexual 

identity categories that are regarded queer. I work with intersecting theoretical approaches to 

address how “power differentials and constraining normatives produce inequalities” (Lykke 50) 

and how literary and cultural productions represent and challenge such systems. My exploration of 

the corpus of texts herein has enabled me to rethink how theoretical positions usually applied 

outside studies of gender and sexuality can be brought to speak to such subjects in multiple ways. 

As such, my theoretical base has been broadened to include a whole range of theoretical strands in 

the humanities and social sciences – from border poetics, theories of disability, feminist theories, 

masculinities, to theories of mobility.   

Sylvia Tamale notices that the bulk of research on gender and sexuality has mostly been conducted 

by Western scholars (3). Understanding this, my study cannot help but borrow from some dominant 

theoretical approaches that have been generated in Western contexts. However, I do not adopt the 

Western approaches in their entirety, understanding the disparities created by historical and socio-

cultural experiences in the respective contexts. I aim to test the applicability of these concepts in 

African contexts and, in the process, suggest ways of extending or challenging them to speak to 

experiences in contexts outside their places and academic fields of origin.  
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In her reflections on the challenges of researching and theorising sexualities in Africa, Tamale 

mentions the shortfalls of using the language of Western colonialists that has dominated sexuality 

discourses and may shape definitions and reflect foreign realities in African sexuality studies 

(Tamale 12). While her concern may be true in some instances, it is crucial to understand that the 

borrowed language and conceptual frameworks may not necessarily replicate or endorse Western 

realities in Africa. It is important to recognise that sexuality is a human experience that transcends 

socio-cultural and political boundaries. As such, studies on African sexualities have a lot to share 

with those on Western sexualities even though there are some differences in the experiences of 

people from the two regions. In this regard, theorists like Judith Butler, among other Western 

figures, become central to the analysis as already demonstrated throughout this introduction.  

The theoretical strands that I employ in my analysis have mostly been influenced by my choice of 

texts, which has also determined how this thesis has been structured. Apart from this introductory 

chapter, the thesis contains three analytical chapters and a conclusion, making a total of five 

chapters. The analytical chapters are informed by the genre of the texts being analysed under them. 

For example, in chapter two, I discuss four works of life writing from South Africa. Due to the 

nature of the subject under discussion, the chapter brings forth voices not only from queer theorists, 

but also notable figures in autobiographical studies and life writing such as Sidonie Smith and Julia 

Watson (2001), G. Thomas Couser (2012), and Philippe Lejeune (1989). 

It is in this chapter that I also introduce how border theories, originally popular in geography, can 

be employed to read bodily performances. In doing so, I explore ideas of leading scholars like 

Johan Schimanski (2006), who mostly discusses the politics of literal border crossings. In this 

thesis, however, I read these border theories at the level of metaphor as some of the representations 

of queer identities in these texts point to multiple forms of crossing symbolic/conceptual borders 

on gender and sexuality imagined by heteronormative cultures. I consider these texts (especially 
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those addressing transgenderism) as “border-crossing narratives”. My view is that while it has been 

noted that there are restrictions on queer bodies in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa, such 

restrictions do not begin or end at the exclusion of these bodies from the borders of certain nation 

states. The exclusion rather begins in how heteropatriarchal cultures imagine bodies and their limits 

to gender and sexuality. Such imagined boundaries imposed on bodies are then reproduced in state 

laws and policies that aim to police the body even outside the confines of subjectivity, enforcing 

the compulsory nature of heterosexuality.  

While some states, as geographical spaces, exclude queer individuals from enjoying their full 

citizenship rights, such exclusions also primarily apply to imagined geographies of the human body 

and create limits to acceptable notions of gender and sexual identity. In this way, through discourse 

and false consciousness, queer subjects are denied their rights to what I call “gender citizenship” – 

defined as an individual’s status of belonging to a particular gender identity category of their 

choice, whether static or ephemeral. I see gender identity categories as spaces of citizenship since 

“identity” entails belonging, and identity categories are spaces of existence.  

My application of these ideas runs throughout the thesis, and I also use them to talk about the 

experiences of African queer subjects who leave the continent to live in exile. Such experiences 

are mostly explored in chapter three where I discuss selected short stories from Queer Africa 2: 

New Stories (2017) and Fairytales for Lost Children (2013). In that chapter, I mostly reconstrue 

the applicability of David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder’s (2000) idea of “prosthesis” – usually 

synonymous with disability studies – to the reading of narratives of lives of other “marked 

identities”. Mitchell and Snyder argue that “under gender, gay men and women constitute ‘marked’ 

identities while their heterosexual counterparts are considered normal” (ix). I read prosthesis side 

by side with dominant ideas in feminist thinking, including Laura Mulvey’s concept of “the male 
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gaze” (1989), which I reframe to speak about the way sexual and gender minorities are conceived 

within heteropatriarchal societies. 

In chapter four, I concentrate on filmic texts, which include both fictional films and documentaries. 

One would expect that I mostly apply critical theoretical lenses dominant in film studies in my 

analysis, but the nature of the debates that I encountered in these productions made me think 

otherwise. While I consider multiple voices in film studies, I locate my reading of these queer 

African films within discourses of globalisation with a specific interest on how theories of mobility 

in the contemporary global imaginary manifest themselves in African queer cinema. My reading 

of these films concentrates on the metaphorical implications of mobility in understanding the 

progress (or lack thereof) that has been made in the acceptance and recognition of queer identities 

in the region. Do these cinematic productions offer hope for queer futures, or do they just highlight 

stasis due to vulnerability? In this endeavour, theorists like John Urry (2007), Ian Davidson (2012), 

and Tim Cresswell (2006) take centre stage.  

The ideas of the above-mentioned theorists have been substantively augmented with African voices 

speaking to each other throughout the thesis so that my discussion on African queer genders and 

sexualities gives audience to scholars on the continent. This is a way to avoid these debates being 

marginalised and colonised in global discourses. As Douglas Clarke observes, “Africa is 

marginalised in Western queer theory, which means that queer Africans are not being represented 

in the leading literature or theoretical frameworks dealing with sexuality” (176). As a result, 

African sexuality is being pushed past the margins into obscurity. By visibilising queerness in 

literary and cultural texts from and/or about sub-Saharan Africa, my research contributes to the 

discussion that will inform the archive of queer studies on the continent.  

Below is a brief peek into what is contained in the four chapters that come after this introduction:  
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Chapter Two: (De)constructing Normativity: Representations of Nonconforming Gender 

Identities in South African Life Writing 

In this chapter, I analyse four memoirs by South African authors. The first two narratives – 

Becoming Him: A Trans Memoir of Triumph (2018) by Landa Mabenge, and Anastacia Tomson’s 

Always Anastacia: A Transgender Life in South Africa (2016) – share the two authors’ experiences 

of living as transgender in contemporary South Africa, and I analyse them in the first section of the 

chapter. From there, the discussion moves to Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, 

and Me: My Life as a Lesbian Sangoma (2008), which gives insight into experiences of lesbian 

traditional healers through the author’s life. I conclude the chapter with an exploration of You Have 

to be Gay to Know God (2018) by Siya Khumalo in which the author mostly discusses how politics, 

religion, and culture impact on queer lives in the country.  

Chapter Three: (Re)humanising the Queer in Contemporary Short Stories from Sub-

Saharan Africa 

In this chapter, I focus on queer representations in selected short stories from two collections – 

Fairytales for Lost Children (2015) by Diriye Osman and Queer Africa 2: New Stories (2017) 

edited by Makhosazana Xaba and Karen Martin. In my discussion, I deliberately leave out stories 

by South African authors and/or set in South Africa to allow for diverse narratives since my second 

chapter solely focusses on South African accounts. Among other things, I explore queer silencing 

in most sub-Saharan African countries, experiences of African queer subjects in exile, and the 

emergence of narratives of pleasure in contemporary queer African fiction. 

Chapter Four: Visualising Alterity: Queer Lives in Contemporary Sub-Saharan African 

Cinema 
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My focus in this chapter is on how film producers in sub-Saharan Africa represent queer identities 

in their works of fiction and documentaries of lived experiences. The range of films that I analyse 

include those produced by Africans and others by producers who do not identify as African. As 

such, debates on the politics of film production and reception on the continent inform this chapter. 

I also pay particular attention to how these films participate in global discourses of mobility. The 

films are: John Trengove’s Inxeba (The Wound) (2017), Wanuri Kahiu’s Rafiki (2018), The Pearl 

of Africa (2016) by Jonny von Wallström, Roger Ross Williams’ God Loves Uganda (2013), Call 

Me Kuchu (2012) by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika Zouhali-Worrall, and Habeeb Lawal’s 

Veil of Silence (2014). 

Chapter Five: Curtain Call: The Now and Then of Queer in Sub-Saharan Africa 

This is the final chapter of the thesis and it concludes by synthesising all the arguments made in 

the different chapters, establishing how the thesis statement has been supported throughout the 

discussion. I also reflect on possibilities of queer futurity in sub-Saharan Africa as explored in these 

literary and cultural texts.  

Interlude 

& 

we do not want pity, no eyes boring holes in our bodies, no eyes raising us 

into museum pieces, no boy mocking our bodies, no police officer arresting 

boys for love, no one asking how a kiss feels like, no one hitting batons on 

soft joints, no one giving us freedom because of bribes, no one opening our 

bodies into memories of storms, no one driving us out of our bodies, no one 

scaring us with fourteen years in jail, no fear, nothing. 

                                                                                             (Oriogun 30-31) 
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Chapter Two 

 (De)constructing Normativity: Representations of Nonconforming Gender 

Identities in South African Life Writing 

Some queers need to leave home in order to become queer, others need to stay close to 

home in order to preserve their difference. 

                                                                                                            Jack/Judith Halberstam 

Introduction  

In 1996, South Africa made history as the first country in the world to explicitly outlaw sexual 

orientation discrimination in its constitution. This prohibition came at a time when the winds of 

change swept across the country following the official end of apartheid, which saw different groups 

demanding their rights and freedoms. However, it is important to mention that despite the 

republic’s constitutional commitment granting rights to sexual minorities, individuals with non-

conforming gender identities still face several challenges that threaten their basic rights to equality 

in the country.3 The limits to human rights that queer subjects in South Africa face challenge the 

whole idea of “the rainbow nation” as a place of inclusion that allows for the flourishing of 

difference and variance in multiple forms. Therefore, it is apposite to begin the analysis in this 

thesis with an exploration of lived experiences of queer individuals in South Africa, which is widely 

considered as a model state on gay rights. 

Literature, as a mode of representation, becomes one of the ways through which we encounter the 

experiences of gender nonconforming individuals in heteropatriarchal societies. In this chapter, I 

analyse representations of queer identities in four life narratives from South Africa reading them 

as acts of engagement fostering recognition of the vulnerability of gender nonconforming identities 

 
3 See for example, https://issafrica.org/amp/iss-today/just-how-serious-is-south-africa-about-gay-rights and 

https://ewn.co.za/2016/01/18/Slain-lesbian-family-says-her-attack-was-unjustified 
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in the country. Fukuyama regards such efforts for recognition as demands for “the inner sense of 

dignity” that affords self-esteem to marginalised identities in mainstream societies (18). I read the 

narratives as textual extensions of the narrators’ lived subjectivities beyond their private domains. 

The texts studied demonstrate that life writing affords queer subjects power and authority over their 

identities by projecting private lived experiences into the public sphere where such experiences are 

censured. As such, life writing becomes an agentic tool in claiming spatial and temporal presence 

within social cultural discourses in the public sphere to challenge the marginalisation of queer 

identities.  

I focus on life writing in this chapter because, as Smith and Watson observe in Reading 

Autobiography: A Guide to Interpreting Life Narratives, writing about corporeal difference and 

alternative sexualities has the potential to challenge heteronormative socio-cultural norms that 

border on compulsory heterosexuality (54). They notice that “the prolific publication of [queer] 

life writing has transformed both consciousness and social practice” (52), meaning that such 

representations redefine bodies considered meaningless and lives not grievable (Butler, Precarious 

Life 20) in heteronormative patriarchal societies. In this regard, such acts of life writing as 

extensions of lived experiences beyond the confines of cultural boundaries on normativity, afford 

the narrators agency and power to change the meaning and structure of their vulnerability by 

bringing invisible and marginalised lives to the fore to make them intelligible to the cultural matrix.  

Upon considering the controversies that arise due to the interchanging use of terms such as 

autobiography, memoir, and the bildungsroman to refer to self-referential writing practices, Smith 

and Watson propose the use of the terms life writing and life narratives as more encompassing in 

style and scope (Smith and Watson 4, emphasis in the original). They notice, for example, that 

definitions of autobiography and the bildungsroman emphasise individual achievements of social 

subjects in Western civilisations and cultures (Smith and Watson 3). Such definitions then exclude 
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the powerless, the marginalised, and authors writing from outside these Western contexts. 

However, Couser argues that while “life writing” is now universally considered the umbrella term 

referring to all forms of non-fictional representation of identity, it is pertinent to understand that 

this genre has its own subgenres, including the memoir (Memoir 24). Unlike Smith and Watson, 

Couser does not consider the memoir as a form of writing synonymous with the autobiography, but 

rather as a subgenre of autobiographical writing since it focusses on very specific events in the 

lives of the authors. 

According to Couser, the focus on particular periods or events in a narrator’s life is what 

distinguishes the memoir from the autobiography. He argues that what makes the memoir a 

subgenre of autobiography is that the “autobiography is more comprehensive while memoir is more 

limited in scope” (Couser, Memoir 23). The texts that I read here pay special attention to the 

narrators’ experiences living as queer subjects in heteronormative societies and they do not aim at 

representing the lives of these subjects in general. The narratives focus on specific periods of time 

and experiences in the lives of the authors who, through what Lejeune calls “the autobiographical 

pact” (5), can be identified with the narrators of the stories. In Autobiography (1989), Lejeune 

contends that, where one is writing about their own life, “the author, the narrator, and the 

protagonist must be identical” (5, emphasis in original). This is what he terms “the 

autobiographical pact” and it “entails the affirmation of the identicalness of the author – narrator – 

protagonist, referring back to the inclusion of the name of the author on the title page” (Lejeune 

13-14).  

Couser further mentions that the writing of memoirs is primarily dependant on the author’s memory 

and thus the reader should expect that “the narrative may be impressionistic and subjective rather 

than authoritatively fact based” since memory is an unreliable faculty (19). Considering this, my 

reading of the texts also interrogates the ways in which the authors narrate their historical selves 
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and the challenges that manifest in their representations as acts of remembering. I read the texts, 

not as historical accounts, but as the authors’ recollections and reconstructions of their lived 

experiences as queer subjects. As Smith and Watson point out, these life narratives become “sites 

of agentic narration where people control the interpretation of their lives and stories, telling of 

individual destinies and expressing ‘true selves’” (54). In the four memoirs selected for analysis in 

this chapter, South African subjects narrate their transgender, lesbian, and homosexual lived 

experiences. 

The texts under analysis are Becoming Him: A Trans Memoir of Triumph (2018) by Landa 

Mabenge, Always Anastacia: A Transgender Life in South Africa (2016) by Anastacia Tomson, 

Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me: My Life as a Lesbian Sangoma (2008), 

and You Have to be Gay to Know God (2018) by Siya Khumalo.4 My analysis examines the extent 

to which the agency that is afforded by narration can act as a productive resource for social change 

regarding the place of queer identities in these heteronormative societies. As Sarah Drews Lucas 

argues, understood as the most basic capacity for sense making, narrative agency “is primary both 

to an individual’s identity formation and to collective political action” (124-125).   

Despite the Civil Union Act (2006) (allowing individuals of the same sex to enter into legally 

recognised civil partnerships), and The Alteration of Sex Description Act (2003), playing major 

roles in creating a relatively safer environment for queer lives in South Africa (Marais and Stobie 

2), these memoirs demonstrate that formal legal recognition of queer identities in South Africa is 

limited in its enabling effects as queer individuals still face resistance and persecution within the 

society. These texts reveal that claims that gender nonconforming individuals in South Africa are 

 
4 Subsequent references to the primary texts will be designated as follows: Becoming Him, Always Anastasia, Black 

Bull, Ancestors and Me, and You Have to be Gay to Know God 
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free to live as they like and to perform their queerness are false, as the reality on the ground proves 

otherwise.  

Much as such laws provide relative freedoms including the freedom to narrate queer identities, it 

should not be ignored that discursive regimes of power “determine who can tell their stories, what 

kind of stories they can tell, and the forms these stories will take. People tell stories of their lives 

through the cultural scripts available to them, and they are governed by cultural strictures about 

self-presentation in public” (Smith and Watson 56). This means that in a country like South Africa 

where mainstream cultural dictates still abhor queerness, the freedom for queer individuals to 

narrate their “true selves” and the effectiveness of such narratives in fostering changes in social 

attitudes can only be estimated. In this case, the narrating subjects may be seen to primarily have 

been stripped of agency through the unintelligibility of their gender identities and sexualities in 

mainstream cultural discourses championed by the regimes of power. As such, their narratives only 

afford them agency as speakers from the outside – operating from the margins to forge a way into 

the mainstream. In this regard, these memoirs become what Caren Kaplan (1996) calls “outlaw 

genres” told by individuals outside the normative cultural matrix. 

Being told from the margins of mainstream discourses, these narratives become part of a specific 

subgenre of the memoir known as “conversion narratives” (Couser, Memoir 38). In the conversion 

narrative, the narrator undergoes a radical transformation in their worldview – the values and 

beliefs of the “narrating I”, the one who tells the story (Smith and Watson 73), are often opposed 

to those of their past self, who usually undergoes an awakening. Courser mentions that this form 

“lends itself well to stories of substance abuse and recovery, and of coming out of the closet after 

passing as straight, gay, or even as nondisabled” (Memoir 39). I argue that the South African queer 

memoir, as a conversion narrative, does not only aim to tell the subject’s conversion in gender 

identity, but also renders itself an act of awareness and activism for the conversion of mainstream 
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society in its conceptions of gender and sexual identity. As such, this genre tends to demonstrate 

transformative agency.  

These memoirs can also be read as testimonies where we find the narrators testifying on the 

injustices that they experience living as queer individuals in heteropatriarchal communities. To 

quote Couser, “[i]n testimony, the emphasis is on the I as an eye, a witness of some injustice that 

the narrative seeks to put on record, if not to redress” (41, emphasis in original). As agentic 

narratives, the four memoirs reveal the challenges faced by queer identities in South Africa while 

seeking ways of creating a safe environment for the flourishing of such identities.  

The analysis in the chapter has been divided into three main sections, each section having 

subsections that address specific areas of concern. The section that immediately follows this 

introduction is a comparative analysis of the experiences of transgender people in South Africa in 

two narratives by Landa Mabenge and Anastacia Tomson, respectively. The other section examines 

the relationship between lesbianism and Zulu traditional culture in Nkuzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black 

Bull, Ancestors, and Me. The final section of the chapter assesses how the intersectional forces of 

religion, culture, and politics impact on homosexual identity in Siya Khumalo’s You Have to be 

Gay to Know God and the role of narrative agency in challenging such heteronormative forces as 

represented in the text.  

Narratives of Becoming: Transgenderism in Landa Mabenge’s Becoming Him and 

Anastacia Tomson’s Always Anastacia 

Landa Mabenge’s Becoming Him and Anastacia Tomson’s Always Anastacia are memoirs by two 

South African transgender people. The narratives chronicle the life journeys of these two 

individuals – detailing their ambivalence in identity as they grow up in heteronormative societies 

that have binary conceptions of gender, their struggle to understand their different bodies and 

sexualities, their process of transitioning to the gender identity category of their choice, and the 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



25 

 

challenges and consequences of such journeys of transition. The two authors engage with plot 

structure, narrative voice, and figurative language to represent the vulnerability of existing as a 

transgender subject in South Africa and to express the ways in which they challenge that 

vulnerability to attain legitimate subject positions in their societies. 

These memoirs represent transgender lives in South Africa as precarious lives because of 

mainstream culture’s denial of the authenticity of transgender identity. According to Butler, 

precarity or vulnerability is a direct consequence of our exposure to others and the risk of violence 

by virtue or that exposure (Precarious Life 20). Her argument is that as we exist in this world, we 

are always at risk of being harmed by others who we interact with in society. For the transgender 

body, the risk of violence is high due to the visibility of its dissidence from heteronormative notions 

of corporeality – how bodies should look like, how they should behave, and consequently, how 

they must be categorised according to the heterosexual matrix of gender. Transgender identities 

are sometimes also vilified within the queer community where others regard them as 

“psychologically disturbed” (Stryker 2).  

Transgender bodies often face opposition because of their ability to transgress from normative 

definitions of gender. As already mentioned in the introductory chapter of this thesis, such 

transgressions amount to border crossings where the transgender subject migrates from one gender 

identity category to establish their gender citizenship in another gender identity category of their 

choice. This becomes a problem in mainstream society and within the queer community as 

transgender identity exists outside the borders of normative heterosexual identity categories. 

Mabenge’s and Tomson’s memoirs emphasise the necessity for transgender people to cross such 

boundaries of identity. To quote David Newman, whose theorising on geographical borders has 

been adopted in this thesis to analyse other forms of boundary crossings, “for some, the crossing 

of the border is an option, while for others it is an existential issue” (Borders 178). The memoirs 
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demonstrate that sometimes crossing the border becomes a matter of life or death for transgender 

subjects. For Mabenge, this need to cross is revealed in his use of language when, for example, he 

highlights the struggles and joys of becoming Him in the title of his memoir.    

The two memoirs demonstrate that, for transgender subjects, vulnerability begins with feelings of 

insecurity in the psyche of the individual upon realising the “threatening” nature of their identity. 

For such identities, agency can as well be cultivated from within and may further be exercised with 

the help of compassionate others for them to attain gender citizenship in mainstream societies. The 

two memoirs manifest that the power of narration gives the subject the authority to own their own 

story and the agency for self-representation. By owning the story and the voice, the subject gets to 

own their own self and decide on how others ought to perceive them, thus creating a subject 

position for the transgender body in societies that deny its existence. Smith and Watson remark 

that life writings by transgender writers become “manifestos about the instability of gender 

identities, and invitations to readers to reimagine their own embodied identities as unfixed from 

gender norms” (230). In this way, life writing becomes an enabling practice for transgender people. 

In Becoming Him Mabenge describes his journey of transition from being a cisgender female to a 

transgender male in South Africa. He juxtaposes his torturous and violent experiences growing up 

in an abusive home with his struggle to comprehend and assert his non-normative gender identity 

in a hostile socio-cultural setting. The pattern of events in the story runs parallel to each other in a 

creative manner in such a way that he manages to narrate two stories of becoming – psychologically 

as an adult and as a transgender man – in circumstances that would otherwise not let him become.  

Mabenge’s narrative centres on the idea of home and belonging; and leaving and/or finding that 

home becomes the central metaphor that drives the plot and realises the central themes. 

Throughout the narrative, we encounter an authorial voice that interjects the narration to make 

general comments about conflicting feelings of fear and courage that haunt transgender lives in 
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South Africa. This authorial voice is the “narrating I”, (the “I” available to the readers through 

telling the story (Smith and Watson 73)) who, through experience, has realised what it means to 

grow up as transgender in communities that do not recognise such an identity category.  

On the other hand, Always Anastacia is the story of Anastacia Tomson, a white South African 

medical doctor who transitions from being a cisgender male to becoming a transgender woman. 

Germaine de Larch notices that Tomson’s account is the first book-length transgender memoir to 

come out of Africa (2). Understanding this, de Larch argues that the book disappoints in that it 

does not pay enough attention to Africa and South Africa, in particular, as the setting for a story of 

gender dissidence. They5 expected the story to reflect specific struggles that African gender non-

normative people face in their conservative societies and concludes that the story is uprooted from 

reality (2). However, what they fail to take into consideration is that, unlike Mabenge, who grew 

up in a low to medium income family in Umtata and Port Elizabeth (now renamed Gqeberha), 

Tomson is a white middleclass woman who, living in South Africa, can afford first world luxury. 

This may be one of the reasons why, despite living in Africa, parts of her story share similarities 

with Western journeys of transition. 

Apart from the socio-economic differences in childhood of the “narrated Is” – the version of the 

self that the “narrating Is” choose to create for the reader through recollection (Smith and Watson 

73) – notable differences in narration in the two texts can also be attributed to the social positions 

of the narrators in adulthood. Tomson holds a more privileged position to narrate with relative ease 

the somatic experiences of transgender becoming since she is a medical doctor by profession. 

However, we realise that before her professional experience, she too, like Mabenge, struggled to 

understand her peculiar gender identity. 

 
5 Gernaine de Larch prefers to be referred to as “they”. This relates to the point that queer individuals often express 

the need to belong to gender identity categories of their choice, whether static or ephemeral.  
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Tomson’s narrative adopts an anachronistic plot structure which goes back and forth in time. Smith 

and Watson regard such fragmentations in chronological sequence as “means of emphasising that 

a subject is not unified or coherent” (94). This, in part, mirrors the incongruency of transitioning 

and the disruptions that the transgender body presents to normative social expectations. The plot 

also reflects the psychological terrain of the narrator – the struggles that she undergoes in trying to 

fit into her realised self and into mainstream society, and the uncertainties that she has in making 

decisions on her journey of transition. These disruptions in comprehending transgender identity are 

also most effectively captured in language. In mainstream heteronormative societies, gendered 

pronouns are presumed to be static throughout a person’s life once given at birth. However, when 

some transgender subjects cross the gender border, they change their identity markers to signify 

and establish their new identities. Both Mabenge and Tomson do this in their memoirs and my 

analysis reflects such incongruences in their referential pronouns where we find them changing 

from “her” to “him” and “him” to “her” respectively.  

Unlike Mabenge who, for the most part, adopts an angry tone in Becoming Him, Tomson conveys 

a calm, patient, and meditative tone throughout her narrative. Being a medical professional, she 

takes pains at trying to explain her embodiment to readers who may not be privy to transgenderism. 

This renders her narrative a voice of awareness of the existence of transgender identity in South 

Africa and she makes this clear in the preface when she says that “I entrust my secrets to you. All 

I ask for in return is your compassion” (Tomson XIV). As already mentioned above, Mabenge, on 

the other hand, comes out angrier in his narrative and he tells us that “I am a ball of anger and 

confusion” (Mabenge 13). Another thing that stands out in the narrative strategies adopted by the 

two authors is the absence of photographs in their books despite the emphasis that the memoirs put 

on bodily changes during transition. This may be a deliberate ploy to countering society’s obsession 

with the ocular when it comes to transgender bodies.  
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Gender Dysphoria6 and the Intricacies of Coming Out 

Both Mabenge and Tomson recall growing up as cisgender subjects in their respective communities 

that only recognise a person as either biologically male or female. As such, the two authors employ 

the journey motif to represent how they transition from their cisgender identities to becoming 

transgender subjects in societies that tend to stigmatise, marginalise, or even detest transgender 

individuals. Mabenge recollects growing up as a black African girl, named Yolanda, in Umtata and 

Port Elizabeth. He recalls being strangely aware, from a very young age, that he was born in the 

wrong body. His dysphoria is first manifested at the age of six when the young Landa longs to 

assume masculine gender roles and mannerisms. He recalls his first days of school as a child: 

I plead with Ma, often with tears streaming down my face, to allow me to wear the summer 

blue shorts and winter grey pants uniform like all the other boys, but I am always called to 

order and reminded that I am not a boy, but a girl. I don’t believe her. When Ma insists on 

buying me Barbie dolls, I dismember them, leaving legs, arms and torsos strewn around the 

yard while I long for toy guns and cars. (Mabenge 3) 

Landa’s attraction towards what are regarded as masculine mannerisms in her community is 

supposed to be a sign that the child may not be female as her body manifests, but this is heavily 

policed by her family and immediate community since the only way to exist in heteronormative 

societies is for one’s gender identity to correspond to their anatomical sexual makeup. His mother’s 

reaction evokes Butler’s assertion that “what is called gender identity is a performative 

accomplishment compelled by social sanction and taboo” (Gender Trouble 520). Butler advances 

the stance that gender identity is constructed through repetitive performance of gender roles and 

that “discrete genders are part of what ‘humanizes’ individuals within contemporary culture; 

indeed, those who fail to do their gender right are regularly punished” (Gender Trouble 522). This 

 
6 In the glossary of terms section of her book, Anastacia Tomson defines gender dysphoria as “anxiety, distress, or 

discomfort (often profound) associated with or resulting from the incongruence between one’s gender identity and 

assigned sex at birth.” (205) 
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entails that it is society that socializes people into distinct genders by setting forth expectations and 

acceptable standards of behaviour befitting membership into such a gender.  

One of the turning points in the narrative is young Landa’s discovery that the one he thought was 

his mother, the woman he fondly calls Ma throughout the text, was rather his aunt and that his 

biological mother gave him away at birth. His confusion intensifies when the estranged mother 

returns to take him away from his childhood home. For the young Yolanda, this relocation away 

from the childhood home to live with his biological parents presents as another challenge on the 

journey of becoming both as a child transitioning into adolescence and as a person who struggles 

to align with heteronormative perceptions of bodies, sexuality, and gender.  

The new home in Port Elizabeth is abusive, and his biological parents, Bhut Victor and Nokuzula, 

constantly attempt to undermine Yolanda’s agency, as limited as it is. His antagonism with the 

parents and their abusive nature are reflected in the names he coins for them. He calls them “The 

Mother”, “The Father”, “The Parents”, or “The Zombie” (Mabenge 21-23). These terms are aimed 

at representing the parents as inhumane disciplinary agents operating through patriarchal 

heteronormative authority to define a place for him in the home and beyond.  

Nokuzula’s first strategy of taking away his agency is seen when she tries to make him feel inferior 

and to lose all the confidence that he had in his abilities. Mabenge narrates this experience: 

The Mother thrives on pitting me against her youngest son who she constantly praises as the 

one who “is destined for great things”, who will “become a physician one day”, while I, on 

the other hand, am continually reminded that I will “never amount to anything”, and that I am 

“doomed to failure”. (Mabenge 19) 

This rhetoric of inferiority and worthlessness slowly but effectively sinks in, and he begins to lose 

confidence in himself. He confesses that “I have no voice or power to resist. I am led like a lamb 

to the slaughter” (Mabenge 19). His lament reveals that he is being denied agency to do as he 
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wishes with his life. This becomes a huge challenge especially for somebody who has conflicting 

feelings about their gender identity. Mabenge’s lament reveals how the teenager’s agency is 

thwarted, and he cannot even come out to the parents to tell them that he feels he was born in the 

wrong body.  

His vulnerability and lack of agency worsen when the mother prescribes to him what she considers 

gender specific domestic chores in the home so as to define the right place for him. “The Mother” 

insists that “she needs to learn her way around the kitchen, so she must do as I have instructed” 

(Mabenge 16). Through her actions, “The Mother” is making sure that in the processes of 

socialising the child, “gender is produced as a ritualised repetition of conventions” as compelled 

by compulsory heterosexuality (Butler, Melancholy 31). As such, although young Landa feels that 

he is not a girl, the mother’s authority keeps him docile and he becomes helpless.  

Mabenge’s confusion with his sexuality and gender identity becomes apparent at puberty when, 

still living as a girl, he gets his period. Most cultures believe that the beginning of menstruation in 

females is supposed to be an affirmation of one’s womanhood and something to be proud of. But 

for him, he mistakes this for a moment of transition into maleness. He contemplates: 

[m]y mind is a mess as I try to make sense of the blood […] Then suddenly it all starts to 

make sense. Perhaps I am growing a thing between my legs like my brother Tando and my 

boy cousins, the thing I long to have. Perhaps this is not such a bad or unusual thing. (Mabenge 

41) 

For a while, this becomes a moment of triumph for him as he thinks that he suddenly became what 

he always wanted to be. This moment, however, does not last long when his teacher tells him that 

“[t]here is nothing wrong with you! In fact, you are a very healthy young girl!” (Mabenge 44). 

When the teacher takes him to a nurse who is supposed to educate him on how to take care of 

himself when he has periods, his fears are reconfirmed when the nurse assures him that he is not 

going to become a boy since he is a girl (Mabenge 44). This information depresses him and he 
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concludes that “I will bleed in silence and I will have to accept my fate. You are not a boy. You are 

a girl. You are not a boy. You are a girl” (Mabenge 45, emphasis in the original). 

The comment about bleeding in silence can be read as both literal and figurative. On the surface it 

means that he has accepted his fate to menstruate and he would have to live with it.  But bleeding 

in silence may also refer to the pain he has to endure on the apparent lack of control and power to 

make his body what he wants it to become. The abuse and lack of support from his family worsens 

his gender dysphoria and coming out is almost impossible. As if that is not enough, the mother uses 

religion to control him and this leaves Mabenge even more confused, especially when he tries to 

fight his attraction to women: 

I am horrified to discover that I develop feelings of sexual desire towards some of my new 

friends. The words “You are not a boy, you are a girl” haunt me. I try to dismiss my shameful 

feelings. I am consumed by thoughts of sin – the Church frowns heavily on sexual relations 

between females. (Mabenge 46, emphasis mine) 

Young Landa’s shameful feelings are a direct consequence of his fear to present as different in a 

normative society: a fear that his failure to conform could render him a freak of nature. As Jeffrey 

Weinstock argues in “Freaks in Space: ‘Extraterrestrialism’ and ‘Deep-Space Multiculturalism’”, 

freaks are boundary breakers who “transgress schemes of cultural categorization” and they 

“fascinate and horrify” (327). Young Landa’s desire for girls in the heteronormative community 

he lives in is tantamount to border crossing in sexual orientation. As such, this limit on desire that 

the culture places on individuals becomes a restricting factor for him as he feels ashamed to 

transgress and qualify as a freak of nature.  

The role of the church as a disciplinary organ in society and as a tool for policing gender variance 

is also manifest in the above quotation. Religion becomes one of the devices through which gender 

nonconforming individuals are othered and controlled in heteronormative societies. As a powerful 

institution sanctioning social norms in his community, the church becomes one of the instruments 
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that works to reproduce “the illusion that there [is] an inner gender core” (Butler, Melancholy 31) 

that manifests as either masculine or feminine. Like any other disciplinary power enforcing 

compulsory heterosexuality, the church employs false consciousness to normalise what it considers 

normative behaviour and bodily performances.  

The mother further denies him agency by threatening that “[i]f ever a child of mine turns out to be 

gay, I will kill them” (Mabenge 46). It is interesting to learn that “The Mother” is very aware of 

gender variance and the existence of alternative gender identity categories although she does not 

want to recognise these as normal. Here, the mother can be said to be interpellated in the discourse 

of compulsory heterosexuality and she feels it is her responsibility to maintain a “straight family”. 

In this regard, through her compliance to heteronormativity, the mother can also be read as serving 

the demands of patriarchy, which is one of the main forces behind the upholding of heterosexuality. 

Faced with these challenges, Mabenge concludes that, “[e]ven if I could muster enough courage to 

tell her that I am attracted to girls, the threat of an early death prevents me ever from doing so” 

(Mabenge 46). As such, he continues to live with dysphoria and confusion for fear of coming out 

in a heteronormative setting that denies his difference. 

Like Mabenge, for Tomson, gender dysphoria also becomes a site of vulnerability growing up in a 

body that she feels was not in line with her preferred gender identity. She recalls from an early 

stage being embarrassed by those aspects of her body that made it manifest as masculine: “I 

remember always being embarrassed by my body hair, even though I may not have known why” 

(Tomson 12). In one section of her book titled “Dysphoria” she takes pains at explaining what 

gender dysphoria feels like and the struggle she has comprehending why her body looked the way 

it did. She laments: 

Dysphoria is a formidable adversary. It is a concept I have always struggled to explain to 

those who have never had the misfortune of experiencing it […] it is debilitating, 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



34 

 

opportunistic, and merciless […] There was a time when I used to tell myself that I had never 

experienced dysphoria. In truth, I had experienced it for as long as I can remember. It used to 

manifest as a non-specific feeling of discomfort – a sensation that eyes were always on me, 

judging me, measuring me against some unseen metric of acceptability, and finding me 

lacking. (Tomson 29-30) 

She further describes dysphoria as “a symptom of an incongruence between body and mind” 

(Tomson 31) and it is this incongruence that makes the transgender subject confused as they fail to 

understand their own body as well as societal expectations of how they should exist. Tomson 

decides to accept that she had “gender issues” and recognises in herself “a distinct feminine energy” 

(Tomson 31-32) but she still fails to come out to her family and friends due to the stigma against 

transgender identity in mainstream society.  

Her dysphoria, which like Mabenge’s intensifies at puberty, gets worse especially in social 

gatherings. Tomson tells us: 

I continued to shy away, trying to make my body as invisible as I could […] it was not only 

my body that troubled me. It was the way people treated me, and the things they expected of 

me. The words and titles by which they called me that always felt discordant. (Tomson 35) 

This dysphoria becomes intense to the point of self-loathing as she becomes increasingly unhappy 

with her body as she grows up. It should be mentioned that at this point in narration, the “narrating 

I”, who is the experienced Tomson, is recalling the experience of her narrated self before becoming 

a medical practitioner. Therefore, we find that “narrated I” confused in comprehending the 

complexities of embodiment, gender identity, and sexuality. In this instance, Tomson’s voice 

comes through as an “attempt to imagine and capture a sense of what that experience might have 

been like” (Smith and Watson 75). 

Tomson blames the omission of transgender identity from mainstream societal discourses as one 

of the main causes of dysphoria. Her argument is that if people could know of and understand the 

existence of transgender as an alternative category of identity, all this confusion would be 
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eliminated. For example, she only gets to think of her feelings of incongruency as normal when 

she accidentally begins “stumbling across news articles, happening upon blogs, meeting people 

who also did not conform to the standards [she] once thought were rigid” (Tomson 36). The silence 

on the existence of transgender identity in social dialogue becomes a challenge to transgender 

people when they try to figure out their true identities and sense of belonging.  

In the same way that Mabenge experienced violence when growing up, Tomson too grows up with 

a verbally abusive father whose patriarchal authority goes a long way to curtail any power of 

agency she may have had as a child. She recalls her childhood days: 

[m]y father was threatened by independence; he preferred his women battered. I never knew 

him to be physically abusive, towards me or anyone else, but he was manipulative and 

controlling and horribly insecure. He needed to see himself as a knight in shining armour. 

(Tomson 24) 

She details the abuse her father exercised over her mother and how all of this made her feel more 

threatened than loved in her home. The father, as a patriarch, uses the power allowed him by 

hegemonic masculinity to exercise authority over the lives of others in the home. As R.W. Connell 

defines it, hegemonic masculinity is a “configuration of gender practice which embodies the 

currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees the 

dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (77). It is this power that the father has 

over his family that to a greater extent also makes Tomson afraid to come out about her feelings of 

confusion growing up in what she considers the wrong body. To begin with, due to the omission 

of transgender identity in her society’s discourse, her feelings that she was a woman in a man’s 

body could have been mistaken for homosexual tendencies, and since hegemonic masculinity also 

assures the dominance of heterosexual men over homosexual men (Connell 78), chances are the 

father would have made sure to curb her deviance as early as possible. 
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Apart from the authority of the father, religion also becomes a challenge for Tomson when she 

contemplates coming out as transgender. She is raised in a Jewish community and she understands 

“the misogyny and intolerance that permeated [religious] dogma” (Tomson 81). Interestingly, the 

fact that Judaism does not recognise transgender identity somehow makes her secure as an outsider. 

She negotiates that “[p]erhaps being trans made it easier: religion did not really know what to do 

with me. I was an outsider, best left alone. The feeling had started to become mutual” (Tomson 

81). Despite her indifference to religion, the fact that she is an outsider makes her unintelligible to 

the dwellers in the Jewish faith and this intensifies her sense of not belonging and works negatively 

on her dysphoria.  

Due to the omission of transgender identity in mainstream socio-cultural scripts, Tomson struggles 

to come out as transgender both to herself and to her community. Her perspective is that “the reality 

of coming out as transgender is infinitely more intimidating, its consequences more terrifying” 

(Tomson 84, emphasis mine). One of the biggest challenges she has to consider when coming out 

is that “being trans, especially visibly so, is dangerous. Often, it meant being shunned by friends, 

rejected by family and harassed on the street. Sometimes it even meant being beaten, up, raped, or 

murdered” (Tomson 159, emphasis mine).  The fear that she expresses here regarding the 

consequences of coming out reveals the vulnerability that haunts transgender identities in South 

Africa. 

“Fuck Me Like the Patriarchy”: Patriarchal Structures and Transgender Passing7 

In Masculinities, Connell argues that institutions are substantively, not just metaphorically 

gendered. She states that “the state, for instance is a masculine institution meaning that state 

organisational practises are structured in relation to the reproductive arena” (Connell 73). This, 

 
7 Daniel G. Renfrow defines passing as “cultural performances in which individuals perceived to have a somewhat 

threatening identity present themselves or are categorised by others as persons they are not. […] Passing is a 

response to miscategorisation of identity” (486)  
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among other things, means that despite most of the decision makers in these organisations being 

male, the practises of most institutions in society support heteronormativity and support the 

heteronormative gender divide for as long as sexuality and sexual desire is upheld for its ability to 

enhance reproduction in both capital goods and the perpetuation of the heterosexual family setup, 

which serves the needs of capitalism through its contribution to the labour force. As such, these 

institutions that operate under the force of patriarchy, play a crucial role in regulating gender norms 

in societies and they become tools for restricting gender variance. Therefore, we see that in most 

African countries, for example, the state, through law and the constitution, is in the forefront in 

denying space for gender nonconforming people. Matabeni and Pereira notice that “at the forefront 

of such social exclusion and legal policing are ideas perpetuated by African political, religious, and 

traditional leaders who argue that the only way to exist on the continent and to be recognised is by 

being heterosexual” (7).  

The two memoirs demonstrate that in South Africa, patriarchal structures that are political, 

religious, and cultural, restrict the freedom for self-expression in queer identities. The impact of 

such pressure on these identities makes the individuals embark on journeys of self-discovery in 

various ways. As such, the journey motif becomes central to these narratives of becoming. For 

transgender people, the challenges imposed by the state and other patriarchal structures mostly 

manifest when they try to get access to corrective surgeries or when they plan to officially migrate 

from one gender identity category to another. Mabenge’s and Tomson’s accounts reveal that the 

most important institutions in South Africa are still prejudiced against transgender identities. As 

such passing for cisgender aesthetics becomes the only option for the transgender person to live an 

unthreatened life, but even that has its own challenges and limitations.  
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In Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability, Robert McRuer expounds on the 

relationship between compulsory able-bodiedness and compulsory heterosexuality. He argues 

that 

the system of compulsory able-bodiedness, which in a sense produces disability, is thoroughly 

interwoven with the system of compulsory heterosexuality that produces queerness: that, in 

fact, compulsory heterosexuality is contingent on compulsory able-bodiedness, and vice versa 

(2).  

McRuer employs the term “compulsory heterosexuality” to refer to society’s tendency of upholding 

heterosexual orientation as the normal relations between the sexes while simultaneously 

‘pathologizing’ and policing homosexuality as abnormal or deviant (2). Compulsory 

heterosexuality is intertwined with compulsory able-bodiedness in that both systems work to 

(re)produce the able body and heterosexuality. Both these systems impact on transgender subjects 

as their bodies do not align both with normative standards of corporeality and those of sexuality. 

As one way of escaping this debilitating matrix of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory 

able-bodiedness at home, Mabenge moves from Port Elizabeth to Cape Town. He chooses to leave 

to study at the University of Cape Town, but he also believes that the new environment would 

enable him to exercise relative freedom over his body. This movement is not only physical as it 

also becomes a journey of self-discovery of his transgender identity. He tells us that, his attraction 

to a female friend, “Linda Zini […] marks the start of a long and torturous journey with the self” 

(Mabenge 58). Despite this movement, the authority of his mother still acts as a limiting force, 

despite her physical absence. As such, the “torturous journey” he refers to does not only symbolise 

the gradual and confusing realisation of his peculiar embodiment, but it also demonstrates the 

difficulty he has in breaking free from his mother’s control. As an agent of patriarchy, we see that 

the mother’s power over him almost operates in a panoptic manner where, although surveillance is 
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unverifiable, the observed still feels that they are under a constant gaze (Foucault 200). Mabenge 

narrates:  

The Mother’s voice torments me. I keep telling myself that my feelings towards women are 

extremely immoral. The desire to be a boy has long been suppressed, and whenever it 

threatens to resurface I force myself to focus on the normative of who I ought to be and who 

I ought to be attracted to. (Mabenge 88) 

Although the narrating Mabenge is recalling the experiences of his childhood, one can read the 

presence of the experienced adult in the narrative by his use of a language of awareness on 

normativity and dissidence. The mother’s control over him partly leads to an emotional turmoil 

that culminates into alcohol abuse and his attempted suicide. Mabenge only begins to exercise 

some agency over his gender and sexual identity when he goes into rehabilitation and meets his 

counsellor, Birgit. As he says, “[u]ntil I had met Birgit my voice had been silenced. Throughout 

my life, I have been socialised into submission and taught that, as a child, I am always wrong no 

matter what the elder has done” (Mabenge 104). His encounter with Birgit helps him attain an 

agentic voice, which even makes the writing of his memoir possible.  

For Mabenge, rehab becomes an alternative space for identity formation – a place that affords him 

the agency to come out and comprehend his true gender identity outside the norms of mainstream 

society. He considers his journey through rehab metaphorically as “[h]omeward bound” (Mabenge 

113) signifying that it becomes the initial step towards ascertaining his sense of belonging as a 

transgender man. He goes on to embrace his previously denied masculinity and confesses that “the 

reality is that I am ashamed of the female form of my body. I have never been able to even look at 

my breasts or the thing down there – my body is a contradiction of my soul (Mabenge 124-125, 

emphasis mine). The shame he feels with his female body alienates him from it to the extent that 

he does not want to mention his vagina by name as it is one of the dominant markers of 
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womanhood. Doing away with such feminine markers is one of the steps he takes on his journey 

of transition.  

Jack/Judith Halberstam uses the term “female masculinity” to, among other things, refer to the 

attainment of cisgender aesthetics in people who transition from female to male (Telling Tales 67). 

Regarding lesbianism, female masculinity is often manifested in butch mannerisms. Halberstam 

points out that “female masculinity is generally received by hetero and homo-normative cultures 

as a pathological sign of misidentification and maladjustment, as a longing to be and have power 

that is always just out of reach” (Female Masculinity 13). This being the case, expressions of female 

masculinity are often restricted and are regarded as deviance in heteronormative societies.  

Mabenge begins to express his female masculinity in his early stages of transitioning and the 

society mistakes him for a “butch lesbian” (Mabenge 131). The society miscategorises him because 

of the omission of transgender identity in the mainstream social discourse and he becomes a victim 

of the heterosexual matrix of binary genders. Despite exercising relative freedom regarding his 

gender identity following rehab and counselling sessions, Mabenge is still haunted by his physical 

body, which to a large extent presents as female. Living as a male in a female body becomes a 

problem for him for the visibility of his body as feminine directly renders him vulnerable to social 

stigma and abuse. This is what prompts him to find ways of passing for cisgender male aesthetics. 

Thomas J. Billard argues that “the management of transgender stigma, even where social 

performances of gender are concerned, centre in large part on visual components of passing” (3). 

He goes further to observe that much as passing for their desired cisgender identification legitimises 

their gender identity, transgender people face the risk of violence by being regarded as deceivers 

masking their true identity in mainstream societies (Billard 1). The fact that mainstream society 

has branded transgender passing as deception becomes another big challenge facing trans identities 
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as portrayed in the memoirs. For Mabenge, and as we will also see with Tomson, patriarchal 

structures in his society also stand in the way of passing. 

Mabenge’s narrative reveals that one of the biggest challenges with passing for transgender people 

in South Africa is the economic implications that come with related procedures such as gender 

realignment surgeries. According to Mabenge, health insurance companies regard gender 

realignment surgeries as cosmetic surgeries. This shows that mainstream society fails to regard the 

problem of identification that transgender people face seriously. After several attempts, Mabenge 

manages to get approval for his surgery and becomes the first South African transgender man to 

get a medical aid fund his gender realignment procedure (Mabenge 175). This achievement marks 

an important step towards his attainment of agency and control over his body. He tells us that the 

surgery makes him feel like “a new man” (Mabenge 176). His feeling like a new man may be read 

in at least two senses – that he feels like a man that he has become, and that unlike his cisgender 

counterpart, the transgender man is a “new man” in his society.  

The role of patriarchal structures in gender policing also manifests when he tries to officially 

change his gender identity category with the state. In a section of the book titled “The Bureaucracy 

of Gender”, Mabenge presents state institutions as blocks to trans identity mostly because the moral 

prejudices of officials infiltrate the system to “humiliate transgender people” (Mabenge 156). 

Recognition of transgender identity still becomes a political problem as it depends on state approval 

and not only on personal choice. Here, the state becomes a bordering agent restricting migrations 

of people into their preferred gender identity categories. As Newman remarks, “it is the bordering 

process, rather than the border, per se, which affects our lives on a daily basis” (The Lines 144). In 

this instance, the state’s bordering strategy in terms of gender draws on heteronormativity and this 

presents as a challenge to transgender becoming.  
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Upon submitting his application to Home Affairs, he is told that “[…] the process will take between 

six and eight months before a decision is made by the Director-General on whether to approve [his] 

application” (Mabenge 157). The fact that the final decision lies in the hands of the Director-

General directly strips Mabenge of any power and autonomy over his gender identity. However, 

despite such challenges, Mabenge believes that passing is the only way to go as it would help him 

avoid gender dysphoria in public (Mabenge 146). He eventually goes on to change his name from 

Yolanda to Landa. This act of self-naming becomes agentic in that he finally has the power to 

define himself. The self-naming also manifests as the ultimate symbol of transition – a form of 

rebirth and an affirmation of his new identity as a transgender man.8  

For Tomson, passing for female cisgender aesthetics also becomes one of her ultimate goals on her 

journey of transition. While living as a cisgender male, Tomson felt inadequate as she failed to 

perform masculinity as expected of men. She recalls contemplating starting a family with her 

girlfriend Jennifer, but that relationship failed when, among other things, Jennifer constantly 

cheated on her. Her realisation that Jennifer “wanted a man, something [she] had never been, even 

when [she’d] looked the part” (Tomson 19) sets her off to ponder deeply about her gender identity. 

In another emotive instance Jennifer makes it clear that she is not sexually satisfied by Tomson and 

tells her to “[f]uck me like the patriarchy” (Tomson 79) – words that make her realise that she is 

failing to perform her masculinity as expected of men. 

Her failure to pass for an acceptable male while living and visibly identifying as one is one of the 

things that prompt her to embark on a journey of self-discovery. Living as a woman in a man’s 

body, Tomson laments that “[she] felt like a cosmic prank” (Tomson 110). This made her cogitate 

 
8 Recently, there has been a call from activists, academics, and attorneys for the Department of Home Affairs in 

South Africa to include a third option for gender in its identity management policy. The call for amendment demands 

that people who do not identify as either male or female should be free to choose the option “unspecified” on their 

identity cards. (Nortier, n.p) 
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on transgender identity and she questions the purported perfection of nature. She realises that living 

in her present locality, where so many people knew her for what she was not, she “had been a 

prisoner of society’s rigid expectations” (Tomson 125) and she considers leaving her profession 

for another. This physical movement from one place to another will go on to complement the 

psychological journey to self-discovery she has been on since childhood.   

In similar fashion to Mabenge’s story, Tomson’s account demonstrates that, with transgender 

identity, much of the vulnerability rests on passing for the subject’s desired gender identity 

category or the failure to do so. The two narratives reveal that proper passing can grant agency to 

the subject. Talking about the speech therapist she sees in her attempt for her voice to pass for 

female, Tomson says that “[s]he helped me to find not just my speech but my voice” (Tomson 

146). Finding her voice means obtaining agency and authority over her identity. As a form of 

assurance, the therapist tells her that “[y]ou already have the voice! You just need to learn how to 

use it” (Tomson 143). This statement may be read to imply that transgender people, like any other, 

already have some capacity for agency in them but they only need an enabling environment to 

allow them to exercise it. Passing for their desired identity in part helps them achieve this.  

As already pointed out, although some critics consider transgender passing as deception (see 

Bornstein 1995) for most transgender people passing is not concealment of identity but rather self-

actualisation of their desired identity. Billard states that considering transgender passing as a form 

of deception is the heteronormative culture’s way of denying transgender women their womanhood 

and transgender men their manhood (6). He points out that “discourses of deception serve to 

constrict transgender agency in self-identification, to delegitimate transgender identity claims, and 

to reinforce the stigmatization of transgender identities” (Billard 7). In this regard, passing almost 

becomes a revolutionary act for transgender people in challenging the limits to identity that 

heteronormative societies try to impose on them. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



44 

 

In Second Skins: The Body Narratives of Transsexuality, Jay Prosser commends the important role 

that authorship plays in helping transgender people realise their true identities (9). For Tomson, 

writing the story of her transition becomes a way of creating space and establishing her subject 

position in her society. Upon transitioning, she regards the image of her body in photographs as a 

tool for identity affirmation (Tomson 60). This emphasises the importance of visual aesthetics to 

the attainment of acceptable gender identities for trans people. Unlike Mabenge who comes from 

a relatively poor background, Tomson confesses of being “fortunate to have the resources” to 

conduct her surgery (Tomson 58). It is pertinent to notice that Tomson undergoes surgery despite 

somehow claiming that surgery is not a necessary end in transitioning. She often wonders why 

most people are concerned with what is between transgender people’s legs. It can be argued that 

her need for surgery comes because she somehow feels that “one’s presentation always has a 

subconscious influence on one’s behaviour and demeanour” (Tomson 130).  

However, despite their financial discrepancies, both Tomson and Mabenge share the risk of having 

to confront hostile patriarchal structures, agents, and authorities who may stand in the way of 

attaining one’s desired gender identity classification. The hostility of the state system is evident in 

her fears when she contemplates: 

I had known for a while that sooner or later I would have to face the beast head on. To venture, 

bravely, deep into the cold stone walls of Home Affairs, to lay down, in order, all the forms 

and papers that detailed who I had been and who I was meant to be, to plead my case in front 

of this behemoth, and to petition The System to acknowledge my true self. (Tomson 132) 

That she must beg the system to seek recognition speaks volumes on the challenges that transgender 

people face in mainstream societies for them to exist as they desire. Getting through the systems 

responsible for setting boundaries in gender is a problem that Mabenge also encounters as earlier 

related. The images of coldness, hostility, and lifelessness that Tomson paints here resurface in her 
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narration every time she recounts her experiences with authorities crucial to ascertaining her gender 

identity. She likewise recalls consulting one Dr Barker about her condition and 

[t]he building was cold and austere, a dark, drab grey on the outside and a lighter but equally 

drab grey within. The corridors were narrow and stark. Nothing but the medical suites and 

laboratory depots that the building housed would survive in these cramped, clinical spaces. 

(Tomson 40) 

The gloomy images she paints of the hospital environment symbolise the tedious and uninspiring 

journey that transitioning turns out to become. It is worth noticing that the health sector, her 

professional domain where she is expected to be comfortable, now alienates her. With less support 

and the burden to prove one’s authenticity to misunderstanding people, the transgender journey 

becomes a difficult adventure. 

Reading Tomson’s memoir, it is very unfortunate to learn that even professionals like medical 

personnel fail to understand the basics of being transgender. Tomson notices that there are 

misconceptions about transgender people in the medical profession and she meets doctors who lack 

insight, one of whom she describes as having “fake glasses” (Tomson 39). This lack of insight even 

in professionals emphasises the challenges transgender people face on their journeys of transition. 

As witnessed in the accounts of both Mabenge and Tomson, much as passing is an important aspect 

in granting agency to transgender identities, it comes with risks that still render transgender people 

vulnerable in one way of the other. As Tomson concludes, “transitioning is a challenge, and a 

commitment, and often an intense source of anguish” (Tomson 14).   

The Role of Agency in Challenging Heteronormativity 

In her article “Historicising Agency”, Lynn Thomas argues that agency can help people shape their 

worlds through various means or resources at their disposal (335). The transformative power of 

agency that Thomas speaks of becomes very crucial for transgender people in South Africa as they 

try to navigate social stigma and create legitimate lived subjectivities in restrictive societies. What 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



46 

 

stands out in the two memoirs herein is the power of who Ervin Goffman (1963) calls “the wise 

and the own” in the attainment of agency for transgender people. In the management of stigmatised 

identity, Goffman defines “the wise” as those people before whom a person with a stigma feels 

comfortable to express their identity knowing that they will be regarded as an ordinary other 

(Goffman 41). These may be professionals who are related to the individual through the social 

structure. On the other hand, “the own” are those who share the individual’s stigma and act like 

support groups and provide comfort for the stigmatised individual by affording them a sense of 

belonging (Goffman 31-32).  

As earlier stated, the two narratives demonstrate that for the transgender individual in South Africa, 

vulnerability is mostly a result of the precarity that comes with the body’s appearance as the abject 

– neither subject nor object – something that defies classification (Kristeva 2). However, the 

transgender person, like any other, has the capacity for agency that may be cultivated from within 

their subjective position as a human being but social stigma, both directly and indirectly, takes 

away this agency as we have witnessed in the stories of Mabenge and Tomson. As such “the wise” 

and “the own” play major roles in the identity formation of transgender people.  

For Tomson, her speech therapist, as “the wise” plays a major role in granting her the agency to 

live out her transgender identity. Apart from that, her family and her friends become very crucial 

in providing a dependable support system on her journey of transition. Most importantly, “the own” 

who for her become the support group that she joins provide the much-needed support she requires. 

Talking about the support group, Tomson says: 

[s]ociety often wants us to fit into neat little compartments, but the group of glorious misfits 

in whose company I sat were a testament to the obsolescence of that concept. I still had no 

idea what to say about myself, but was, by now, at least convinced that there was no right or 

wrong answer. I have always maintained that not everything or everyone needs to have a 

label. (Tomson 9-10) 
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This realisation allowed her by the group is a mark of agency and the confidence that she slowly 

gains over her stigmatised identity. This agency goes a long way in self-assurance and wading off 

the docility that initially haunted her identity. 

In the same manner, the first agent in granting agency and confidence to Mabenge was his therapist, 

Birgit. As “the wise”, she is the first person he comes out to before coming out to his maternal 

family, which was very supportive of him. He recalls coming out to his grandmother who tells him 

that, “[…] The only duty I have is to be supportive of you whatever you do with your life. When 

you were eight years old you told me you were a butterfly, and I told you to be the most beautiful 

butterfly you can be” (Mabenge 152). Such support boosts his confidence and the metaphor of the 

butterfly, as one of the ultimate symbols of the possibility of transitioning, becomes an affirmation 

of the normalcy of his journey. Towards the end of the book, Mabenge states that “I have learned 

to embrace my inner butterfly – to see, change and finally accept myself for who I truly am” 

(Mabenge 198).  

It is this agency that enables these two authors to embark on transgender activism in their societies. 

With the help of a support group called The Triangle Project, Mabenge manages to embrace his 

identity and he quits his job to engage in activism for transgender identity in South Africa. He sees 

his story as a narrative of purpose when he says, “I am here to create an arena in which to inspire 

others who struggle, like I once did, to align their existence to their core” (Mabenge 193). In the 

same way, Tomson engages in transgender activism and plans on opening an inclusive clinic where 

patients “would not be judged or persecuted for who they were” (Tomson 185). Just like Mabenge, 

renaming herself becomes the ultimate symbol of her rebirth and a manifestation of agency and 

control over her identity. For her, “Anastacia means rebirth, resurrection […] Anastacia means 

‘me’” (195). For both authors, narrating their stories of transition alone becomes a source of agency 

as it enables them create space for transgender identity in socio-cultural contexts that have 
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deliberately erased or omitted these identities. The texts themselves become works of transgression 

that cross normative borders of what can or cannot be narrated in heteronormative societies.  

Commenting on the importance of transgender memoirs, Prosser observes that “narrative is not 

only the bridge to embodiment but a way of making sense of transition, the link between locations: 

the transition itself” (9). He regards transition as a movement in between spaces of identity. In this 

way, transitioning becomes an act of border crossing and a process of forging alternative identities 

outside the heterosexual matrix. Martin Heidegger’s theorising on boundary crossings speaks to 

the process of transitioning when he states that “the boundary is not that at which something stops 

but, as the Greeks recognised, the boundary is that from which something begins its essential 

unfolding” (qtd. in Schimanski, Crossing 356). For transgender subjects, transitioning, as boundary 

crossing, entails the unwinding of new identities in heteronormative societies. 

Inhabiting the Third Space: Lesbianism and Zulu Traditional Culture in Nkunzi Zandile 

Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me  

Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me, is a powerful testimony demystifying claims of a purely 

heterosexual Africa since it portrays the existence of same-sex sexualities in traditional African 

societies even before Africa’s contact with the West through the colonial process. Nkabinde’s 

narrative chronicles her life as a lesbian sangoma9 in modern day South Africa and investigates the 

history of Zulu traditional culture and same-sex relationships. In an article she co-authored with 

Ruth Morgan, Nkabinde confesses that “her discoveries, through interviews with same-sex 

sangomas, challenge the idea that same-sex sexuality is un-African” (Nkabinde and Morgan 232). 

As Ruth Morgan and Siskia Wieringa rightly point out, throughout her narrative, Nkabinde makes 

it a point to demonstrate that same-sex relationships are not new in Africa and that they have existed 

 
9 Sangoma is a Zulu term for a traditional healer. 
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for a long time – initially involving powerful figures in African cultures, like rain queens and 

traditional healers (17).   

While several scholars in African queer studies have argued against the notion that gender 

nonconformity and homosexual desire are Western concepts imported to Africa (see Dunton 1989, 

Dlamini 2006, for example), the concern has mostly been on the existence of same-sex 

relationships between men in pre-colonial African societies. African female same-sex relationships 

have not garnered significant attention in African feminist and queer studies (Currier and Migraine-

George 134). In ““Lesbianism”/Female Same-sex Sexualities in Africa”, Ashley Currier and 

Therese Migraine-George notice that this is because “African lesbian sexualities have largely been 

shaped by silence and secrecy, oppression and repression, uncertain definitions and varying 

sensational practices” (133). This has resulted into ignoble misconceptions about African female 

same-sex sexualities with some scholars and commentators even denying the existence of 

lesbianism in Africa. To this end, Morgan and Wieringa propose that same-sex relationships 

between African women need not be confined to the limiting constructs of Western lesbian identity 

for they exist in a different geo-cultural setting where they may serve different ends in indigenous 

cultures (13).  

Xavier Livermon observes that, for the most part, “heteropatriarchal chieftaincy has been able to 

claim a monopoly on the definition of what constitutes African culture and tradition” (18). Such 

definitions of African culture tend to reinforce heteropatriarchy and relegate both women’s and 

other forms of same-sex desire to the margins of cultural discourses in mainstream society. 

However, Nkabinde’s narrative directly challenges such notions of a purely heterosexual Africa by 

specifically demonstrating that Zulu culture is not monolithic – that it is flexible and affords space 

for same-sex sexuality. In this section of the chapter, I argue that, through her role as a sangoma, 

Nkabinde occupies a special place in her culture that enables her to transcend the physical and drift 
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into the spiritual, which then creates a third space outside the heterosexual binary of gender where 

she can live securely as a lesbian. As rightly observed by Boshadi Semenya, Nkabinde’s narrative 

posits that “a vibrant spiritual-religious culture, as embodied through the practice of isangoma 

holds the power to stimulate and accommodate other types of sexual culture and creativity” (98, 

emphasis in the original).  

In her reading of the book, Cheryl Stobie considers Nkabinde’s ambivalent sexual performance 

and her inhabiting of both male and female identities as a symbol of transgender crossing – from 

female to male (155). My reading of the text slightly strolls from Stobie’s views in that I consider 

Nkabinde’s composite identity as independent of transgenderism. Transgender people are mostly 

on a quest to migrate from one gender identity category to another since they feel alienated from 

their assigned gender identity category. This is not necessarily the case with Nkabinde who 

embraces both divides of her split/mixed identity. To borrow Homi K. Bhabha’s formulation in his 

analysis of modern identities in postcolonial contexts in The Location of Culture (1994), I regard 

Nkabinde as occupying an “interstitial passage between fixed identifications [which] opens up the 

possibility of a [gender] hybridity that entertains difference” (4). This position becomes the Third 

Space that she inhabits as a lesbian sangoma in Zulu community.  

Both Semenya (99) and Stobie (160) acknowledge that Nkabinde’s memoir tackles possibilities of 

border crossing in its representations of gender, sexuality, and spirituality. However, the two critics 

do not go into detail on what these border crossings entail in heteronormative cultures, something 

that I aim to do here through my evocation of Bhabha’s Third Space. Bhabha developed his idea 

of the Third Space from Victor Turner’s concept of liminality in his study of rites of passage among 

the Ndembu people of Zambia (Kalua 24). He conceives this liminal space, which is loaded with 

ambiguity, as the “beyond” (Bhabha 4). In this regard, in my reading of Black Bull, Ancestors, and 

Me, I consider Nkabinde’s position as a lesbian – juggling between the physical and the spiritual – 
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to be the quintessential example of inhabiting the “beyond”, the liminal space occupied by hybrid 

identities. Her gender identity represents an act of border crossing that is deconstructive and post-

Cartesian in its transcendence beyond the heterosexual binary. Her memoir becomes agentic in 

creating space for lesbian women in Zulu traditional cultural discourses where such identities have 

been silenced by patriarchal culture.  

Negotiating the Self, Ancestors, and Culture 

In Nkabinde’s rendition, growing up with a different sexual orientation in a community that is 

mostly silent on the possibilities of same-sex desire becomes one of the biggest challenges that she 

faces as an adolescent in South Africa. The fact that her ancestors choose her to become a sangoma 

further confuses her as she initially fails to connect and negotiate the relationships between her 

body and her sexual desire, the encounters she has with the spirit world and her physical self, and 

the demands of her culture regarding her role as a woman, and what she feels inside as a lesbian. 

In her narrative, Nkabinde emphasises on the role of the ancestors in Zulu culture. Every child must 

be introduced to the ancestors at birth so that they take up their rightful place in the home. In her 

case, for example, she recalls: 

[m]y mother held me in her arms and my parents and elders from my mother’s family took 

me to the family graveyard. Two chickens – a cock and a hen – were sacrificed for my male 

and female ancestors from my mother’s family. My uncle and an elderly relative spoke to the 

ancestors, informing them that I was a child of those parts and that my father was from the 

Nkabinde clan. (Nkabinde 9) 

This initiation introduces her to the ancestors, and it is that induction that sparks the beginning of 

her connection with her ancestor Nkunzi who later takes control of her body and mind. Although 

the narrator, who is the adult Nkabinde, presents this rite of passage in vivid detail, the reader 

should be cautious to notice that the narrating self is only making use of memory to represent their 
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younger self. Hence, her recollection of past events may be from what she knows (or has been told) 

about her cultural traditions and not necessarily the exact version of what happened.  

It is worth noting that in traditional Zulu culture, like in most African cultures that practice ancestral 

worship, the relationship between the living and the dead is very important and the two realms of 

existence share some liminality where the boundaries between the two worlds become blurred. 

This has also been mentioned by Chantal Zabus in her analysis of the book, and she stipulates that, 

since they reside “in the nether world (usually the earth), [ancestral] spirits are in unhindered touch 

with the essence of things” (236). In Nkabinde’s story, we come across several occasions where 

the spirits of the dead make direct interventions on the fate of the living. For her, the masculinity 

that she exercises as a lesbian sangoma is first given to her symbolically through the death of her 

twin brother at birth (Nkabinde 5).  

Stobie discerns that “some generations ago in Zulu culture, the doubleness of twins was considered 

unlucky, and in certain families (including, Nkabinde suggests, her father’s) twins did not survive” 

and that the surviving child was raised differently from his or her siblings (154). She goes on to 

read Nkabinde’s mixed gender identification and her sexuality as a reflection of the presence of 

her dead brother within her (Stobie 154). Seen this way, the death of her male twin effectively 

gives way to her masculine self, and she embodies both male and female selves throughout the 

story. Her two selves are even reflected in the gender roles she takes up in her society: 

[i]n traditional Zulu culture, a man must be a man and do male things and a woman must be 

a woman and do female things but with sangomas it is more flexible. I can dance like a woman 

and wear a woman’s clothes and dance like a man and wear a man’s clothes. I can do the work 

of a man, like slaughtering a goat or a cow, although in traditional Zulu culture a woman 

cannot slaughter. (Nkabinde 73) 

The flexibility to juggle between male and female gender roles allowed her by her status as a 

sangoma also represents the flexibility in Zulu culture regarding gender and sexuality, although on 
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the surface the culture may appear rigid. Through her partaking in the spiritual realm from birth, 

Nkabinde occupies a Third Space of gender whose perceived contradictions ironically become a 

synthesis of masculinity and femininity that she embraces as the core to her identity.  The space 

that the culture creates for such “special people” in Zulu society becomes the place that some 

lesbian identities inhabit within its strictures.  

Nkabinde’s masculinity and lesbian desire are further endorsed by the spirit of her ancestor Nkunzi; 

a patriarch who died when he was forty-five and later comes back to occupy her body: “He was a 

Zulu man, a dictator who made his rules and expected people to obey; he liked to drink traditional 

beer and expected his wives to serve him; he was a fighter who could be abusive and violent at 

times; and he liked the company of women” (Nkabinde 53). Nkabinde attributes her desire for 

women and all other masculine attributes to the spirit of Nkunzi, making the assertion that she has 

little control over her sexuality since it is the work of the ancestors from her culture.  

However, Nkabinde’s endorsement of the will of her ancestor Nkunzi somehow becomes 

problematic in that she ends up in excessive performances of her female masculinity and replicates 

negative patriarchal tendencies. In one instance, she confesses to have beaten her partner (Nkabinde 

126). Zabus contends that apart from this act being a result of her masculinity, it may also have 

emanated from the effects of the trauma she faced in childhood (Zabus 243). With that in mind, the 

possible weaknesses of performing female masculinity that Halberstam discusses can still be read 

in Nkabinde’s actions. Halberstam warns that “within a lesbian context, female masculinity has 

been situated as the place where patriarchy goes to work on the female psyche and reproduces 

misogyny within femaleness” (Female Masculinity 13). As such there is a risk in masculine females 

of replicating abhorrent misogynistic tendencies of patriarchs.  

In his reading of the book, Livermon argues that for Nkabinde, “her sexuality cannot be formed in 

contradistinction to the explicit wishes of her ancestral spirit. Same-sex sexuality, rather than being 
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un-African, is linked co-productively with African cosmology and belief systems” (38-39).  

Nkabinde’s ancestors appear to own her body and it consequently functions as a vessel used to 

satisfy their demands. This emphasises the point that there is very little she can do about her 

corporeality, let alone her sexual orientation. When she was being initiated as a sangoma, people 

told her that “a powerful man’s voice exploded out of [her] mouth. It was the voice of [her] ancestor 

Nkunzi saying that he had come to claim his bag of bones. From this moment [she] took [her] 

ancestor’s name as [her] own” (Nkabinde 51). Here, renaming herself after her ancestor becomes 

a symbol of rebirth and the attainment of her new identity. Renaming oneself as a symbol of rebirth 

resurfaces here in the same way we encounter it in Mabenge’s Becoming Him and Tomson’s 

Always Anastacia. 

It should be mentioned that, until she assumes her role as a sangoma, Nkabinde struggles to 

understand her body, her sexuality, and her role in the spiritual realm. The society also fails to 

understand her since they are not aware that she is connected to the spirit world in a special way 

and that she inhabits a Third Space of gender identity. When she hears voices calling her or has fits 

leading to loss of consciousness (Nkabinde 48-49), her family refers her to a mental facility in 

search of help. Her adolescence is mostly a phase of negotiating the conflicts she feels about 

herself, the role of her ancestors in her life, and the social expectations of her as a Zulu woman. 

Realising that her ancestors chose her to be a sangoma and that she is a lesbian frees her from this 

psychological turmoil, but the restrictions of patriarchy and heteronormative ideals still prove to 

be stumbling blocks in creating a secure lived space within mainstream society.    

Patriarchy, Compulsory Heterosexuality, and the Limits to Female Sexuality 

In their introduction to Tommy Boys, Lesbian Men and Ancestral Wives: Female Same-sex 

Practices in Africa (2005), Morgan and Wieringa argue that lesbian women in most African 

countries, “apart from South Africa”, are doubly oppressed due to the homophobia of postcolonial 
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governments compounded by local systems of patriarchy (11, emphasis mine). Their argument is 

partially true, although it may be wrong to conclude that this intersectional oppression does not 

apply to South African lesbians simply because the country’s constitution allows same-sex 

relationships. Reading Nkabinde’s memoir among others from South Africa reveals that 

homophobia goes beyond the mere approval of same-sex relationships under the law – it is a 

prejudice that is multifaceted and is a product of various interlocking heteropatriarchal forces. 

Despite being a sangoma, an important figure in Zulu culture, Nkabinde explains that she and other 

lesbian sangomas in South Africa still face discrimination and their identities manifest as 

vulnerable – at risk of violence especially from men who disapprove of lesbianism within the 

culture. According to Amanda Lock Swarr, it is expected that lesbians will be victims of violence 

from men in society since they threaten the power of men and undermine “monolithic notions of 

masculinity and heterosexuality” (962). The existence of lesbians (especially of butch mannerisms) 

who perform masculinity directly challenges male masculinities by refusing to subject women’s 

bodies and sexualities to the controlling gaze of male authority. As such, violent men hiding behind 

the veil of patriarchal social control subject lesbians to attacks including corrective rape and even 

death. As represented in Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me, this is one of the challenges of coming out 

as lesbian in modern day South Africa. 

For Nkabinde, it even takes a lot of effort to be accepted by her family upon coming out as lesbian. 

In a conversation she recalls with her mother, the mother confesses that she had all along known 

about her sexuality although she never wanted to talk about it. She tells her; “I know you are like 

that. I know that you are istabane” (Nkabinde 35-36). The mother’s silence about her daughter’s 

sexuality and her use of the derogatory Zulu word for same-sex lovers and intersex people, 

istabane, to refer to her, point to the stigma that is rooted in the culture regarding same-sex 
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sexuality. The fear of stigma10 has been one of the most cited reasons why lesbians fail to come 

out in South Africa since it makes them vulnerable (Morgan and Wieringa 19).  

In stigmatising same-sex sexuality, patriarchal cultures enforce compulsory able-bodiedness and 

compulsory heterosexuality on its subjects and anyone who fails to conform to such standards of 

ableness and straightness is regarded abnormal and thus is relegated from the corpus of intelligible 

beings. Nkabinde narrates that coming out as lesbian, the society considers her abnormal. This is 

first revealed in her mother’s acceptance speech of her sexuality. She tells her that “[e]ach and 

every family has their child that is disabled. God gave you to me as my disabled child. You are my 

child. If I throw you out, who is going to take you?” (Nkabinde 36, emphasis mine). Such 

sentiments are also reiterated by her trainer who, when she finds out that she is lesbian, tells her 

sisters that after the training “[she] would be healed and get married to a man” (Nkabinde 51, 

emphasis mine). Here we see that the only way for society to marginalise lesbian identity and to 

set forth limits to female sexuality is in making bodies conform to standards of ableness that will 

make them sexually reproductive in the heterosexual arena.  

For Nkabinde, her agency begins to manifest after she learns the truth about her different sexuality 

from a social worker; an older woman who is interested in her and with whom she has her first 

sexual encounter. She recounts her first encounter with the woman: 

[s]he told me to sit down and after a while she said, “Kiss me.” I bent over and gave her a 

baby kiss and she grabbed me and kissed me. I couldn’t believe what was happening to me. 

It was so wonderful. She told me I was a lesbian. I didn’t know what a lesbian was but I knew 

that whatever it was, I wanted to be one. I was so happy. I felt I was in love. (Nkabinde 32) 

 
10 In South Africa, political and religious leaders have sometimes been in the forefront condemning same-sex 

relationships. For example, remarks by former president, Jacob Zuma, that same-sex marriages are “a disgrace to the 

nation and to God” and that “when [he] was growing up, unqingili (homosexuals) could not stand in front of [him]” 

(https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/zumas-anti-gay-comments-lead-to-backlash-295249), speak volumes on the 

threat that queer identities face in the country. Similar sentiments were also uttered by the Zulu King, Zwelithini, as 

will be explored in the analysis of Siya Khumalo’s memoir in the subsequent section of the chapter.  
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This moment of ecstasy becomes the point where she embraces her sexuality and she does not 

regard it as an abnormality. What is interesting is that she was already sure about her feelings even 

without knowing the term “lesbian” that those feelings denoted. She considers her desire for other 

women natural and even her sisters, who initially disapproved of her sexuality, “saw it was them 

that had the problem” (Nkabinde 36). If mainstream society’s denial of lesbianism hinges on its 

perception of the desire as an anomaly, a “wound” on the subject, her experience reverses the 

narrative to prove that the “wound” is not on the lesbian subject but rather on members of the 

society who fail to accept and embrace differences in gender and sexuality.  

The agency she gains after coming out to her society as lesbian makes her question the idea that 

lesbianism is an imported identity and that it is not part of African culture. She argues: 

I feel my sexuality was with me from birth. It is not from my ancestors, but my ancestors 

supported me. When I was a child I didn’t have a choice about things like wearing a dress but 

as I grew up I knew I must express the feelings that were inside me and do what was right for 

me. My ancestors helped me to become who I was. They guided me knowing that I was going 

to grow up being the way I am. My sexuality is from childhood. (Nkabinde 38) 

Being the custodians of culture, the support she feels she gets from the ancestors symbolises the 

culture’s approval of dissident sexualities, be it in the Third Space that she occupies as a sangoma. 

Her realisation that “Nkunzi accepts [her] as a lesbian” (Nkabinde 67) gives her agency and the 

power to be assertive of her identity in a patriarchal and heteronormative society that is bent 

towards suppressing such identities. Despite the support she gets from the ancestors, patriarchal 

structures still try to tame her agency and limit the way she can perform her sexuality as a woman 

within the Zulu community. When her trainer and other sangomas disapprove of her sexuality and 

ask her to perform it in secret, she tells them that “I would never hide it because it is like a scar: if 

I hide it, it won’t be healed. For the scar to be healed you have to wrap it then wash it and unwrap 

it, and then it will be dry” (Nkabinde 122).  
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Her evocation of the metaphor of the scar here speaks to the fact that lesbianism is a reality that 

most members in mainstream society choose not to see or to deliberately ignore when they 

understand it exists. It is a mark that cannot be ignored in the culture although others try to make 

it invisible. As Cheryl Potgieter rightly observes, the deliberate silence on lesbianism in South 

Africa is one of the signs of the marginalisation of women and their sexualities (6). In her narrative, 

Nkabinde bemoans that “[no] one talks about homosexuality in my culture. People always hide it. 

They say it doesn’t exist in our history” (Nkabinde 123). Her narrative demonstrates that the silence 

on same-sex desire in mainstream dialogues in some African societies should not be mistaken for 

its absence. Same-sex relationships exist but their lack of recognition renders people inhabiting 

such identities vulnerable. The silence in her culture is a consequence of patriarchy’s deliberate 

ploy to enforce compulsory heterosexuality and, in the case of lesbianism, to limit female sexuality. 

As such, Nkabinde’s life narrative becomes one of the productive resources for agency and social 

change in her society.  

“Doing Things Differently”: Creating Space for Lesbian Identities in South Africa 

Nkabinde explains that her role as an agent of change in her community was prophesied by her 

ancestor, Nkunzi, before he died. He spoke to a woman from the family about a child who would 

do things differently: 

“[a]fter I die, one of the grandchildren will take my name, and follow after me, doing things 

in a different way.” It was the first time he had spoken about his death and the family knew 

that the end of his life was not far away. Nobody had a clue which grandchild would be called 

to follow in his footsteps and what he meant by doing things “in a different way”. (Nkabinde 

53)  

As a strong patriarch, Nkunzi’s death and his prophesy that paves way for a successor who would 

do things differently may symbolise the end of an era of monolithic dictates on gender and sexuality 

in his Zulu culture. His prophesy on the birth of Nkabinde heralds a new era where things will be 
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done “in a different way” – which her narration implies it infers to her sexuality and her role as a 

sangoma.  

In living up to this prophesy of “doing things differently”, Nkabinde garners courage and makes 

efforts to create a secure liveable space for lesbian sangomas and other women in same-sex 

relationships in South Africa. Narrating her experiences and those of others, she maintains that the 

biggest challenge for lesbian existence in the country is patriarchy. The fear that lesbians threaten 

the masculinities of men is what mostly leads to violence. This challenge manifests as grave in 

South Africa where the masculinity of black men in the townships was already compromised and 

infantilised by the violence of the apartheid system (Swarr 964). In such a situation, the need for 

men to exercise control has dire consequences on lesbian women. She laments:  

[m]en don’t accept lesbians. They think they have to teach them a lesson by raping them. 

They call it “corrective rape”. Black lesbians say that during rape, the rapists insult them, 

saying things like, “Ja, you! You thought you were a man!” Or, “You are a lesbian because 

you have never had a great penis!” […] Has being a lesbian got anything to do with men? 

(Nkabinde 145) 

Such abuses and vulnerability are what make lesbian identity invisible in such societies. However, 

Nkabinde suggests that the only effective way of countering the vulnerability is by mustering 

enough agency to come out and make such vulnerable identities visible to the oppressive culture.  

As is the case with Mabenge and Tomson, Nkabinde relies on the support of “the wise” and “the 

own” in her society in her efforts towards demystifying the un-Africanness of lesbianism and 

establishing a legitimate subject position for lesbians in South Africa. Despite initially 

disapproving of her sexuality, her mother becomes the first pillar of support she relies on. She 

appreciates her support when she relates: 

[m]y mom paved the way for me to come out. If there was gossip in the community about me 

she would go and fight for me and I would hear about it afterwards. She was my protector. 
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She told my relatives about my lifestyle as well, so it was easy for me to go to family 

gatherings without anybody asking me any questions. My mother did not allow other people 

to call me istabane. She called me that because she didn’t know to call me inkohnkoni. 

(Nkabinde 37) 

Her mother’s support gives her the agency to step out of the invisibility of the domestic sphere to 

live out her identity as lesbian in public spaces like family gatherings. The existence of an isiZulu 

term that is not derogatory for gays and lesbians – inkohnkoni – justifies that gender non-

conformity has not always been vilified in Zulu culture. Inkohnkoni means “Blue Wildebeest, an 

animal believed to be sexually indiscriminate, especially in winter” (Nkabinde 37). The application 

of this term to gender nonconforming people shows that homosexuality and lesbianism conform to 

the natural order.  

To counter the vulnerability that comes with coming out in heteronormative societies, Nkabinde 

also seeks agency from support groups, who in this case become “the own”, that pave way for 

activism. But firstly, she must find her voice and learn how to use it in creating space for herself in 

the society. She realises that any agency she may have has to firstly come from within as she says, 

“[i]f I don’t talk, who is going to talk for me?” (Nkabinde 122). This realisation helps her to form 

support networks such as the Sangomas Coming Out group (Nkabinde 123). She also becomes a 

part of the GALA Queer Tour whose aim she says is to show that “black and white gays and 

lesbians have been around since the very beginning” (Nkabinde 123).  

The power of activism in creating space for lesbianism in African societies cannot be 

overemphasised. With the work that Nkabinde embarks on, attitudes towards same-sex desire 

among the sangomas in South Africa change. She recalls one of the times that she visited them: 

[t]hey had heard about our organisation and they wanted to meet us […] When we arrived 

there I found the same elders who had ordered me to keep my sexuality a secret. They had 

also changed their attitude and they apologised for judging me. They said gay and lesbian 

people who had been called to be sangomas must feel accepted. I could see it was hard for 
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them to say these things because there was still this belief in them that being gay or lesbian is 

not African. (Nkabinde 131) 

Nevertheless, her organisation goes a long way in establishing the existence of alternative 

sexualities outside of the heterosexual matrix. Activism also enables her to directly approach and 

challenge the patriarchal order on several fronts through her power as a sangoma. Against the 

compulsory heterosexuality in the culture, as a sangoma, she can take an ancestral wife and pay 

lobola for her (Nkabinde 71). Traditionally, every sangoma is allowed to have an ancestral wife to 

help them with their work and they have an important role in connection to the ancestors (Nkabinde 

with Morgan 242). But for a female sangoma, being able to marry another woman in a 

heteronormative culture becomes the utmost form of subversion of the popular cultural discourse. 

Nkabinde’s eventual marriage to her ancestral wife, Jabusile,11 directly challenges the assertion 

that same-sex relationships are not part of African culture and redefine the gender roles of men and 

women in Zulu culture.  

In the narrative, Nkabinde’s body is presented as the epitome of gender variance and the fluidity 

of gender. Her body defies the dictates of compulsory able-bodiedness and compulsory 

heterosexuality that demand that a body must either present as purely masculine or feminine to 

participate in the heterosexual matrix. She tells us that within her body, she has the spirit of Nkunzi, 

which is responsible for her masculine and assertive character, and that of Jabusile, responsible for 

her feminine side (Nkabinde 71). She inhabits both spirits and they manifest themselves in different 

ways through her body when she transcends into her Third Space of identity, beyond physical 

normativity. 

 
11 In a dream, the spirit of Nkunzi instructs Nkabinde to take an old woman called Jabusile as her ancestral wife. 

When we meet her in the narrative, Jabusile is sickly, on the verge of death, and Nkabinde inherits her powers after 

she dies. Jabusile becomes her other guiding spirit alongside Nkunzi (see Nkabinde 72). 
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Her challenge to patriarchy and the limits it tries to set for female sexuality is epitomised in the 

sexual experiments she has with both gay and straight women. She boasts; “I always say, if you 

experience the touch of a woman, you will never want a man again” (Nkabinde 69). Her statement 

directly speaks against patriarchal agents who believe that lesbianism is an abnormality that can be 

corrected through heterosexual intercourse. Nkabinde uses her sexuality and her position as a 

sangoma as sources of agency in creating a Third Space for lesbian identity in Zulu culture. 

Negotiating Homosexuality, Religion, and Politics in Siya Khumalo’s You Have to be Gay to 

Know God 

You Have to be Gay to Know God is Siya Khumalo’s personal account of living as a gay, Christian, 

black man, in modern day South Africa. Khumalo chronicles his life as a teenager struggling to 

understand his peculiar sexuality and the demands of his Christian faith, to joining the military and 

confronting its masculine patriarchal culture, and subsequently settling in his present position as a 

social commentator, gay blogger, and queer activist. Khumalo’s narrative employs a satirical tone, 

especially in his challenge to Christian homophobia and his critique of the general socio-political 

environment in South Africa that relegates homosexuals to the margins of society while hiding 

behind the veil of constitutional tolerance of same-sex relationships. The humour at the crux of the 

narrative serves to emphasise the irony in the hypocrisy of religion and the political establishment 

in South Africa in terms of how the two systems work together in suppressing gay rights in the 

guise of promoting the same.   

In her review of the book, Megan Robertson notices that the title of the book itself serves as “a 

significant autobiographical insight into the lived reality of a gay black man and as a social 

commentary on the religious and political climate in South Africa” (Siya 147). Khumalo expresses 

the complexity of living as a gay Christian in a heteronormative society by continuously positioning 

his “blackness, masculinity, Zuluness, Africanness, and ableness along with his homosexuality, as 
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complex intersecting identifications which frame his understandings of the various social 

institutions with which he interacts” (Robertson, Siya 149). The ideas that come through the 

narrative indicate that the vulnerability of queer identities in South Africa lies within such 

intersections of normative forces and conflicting identities, since queer individuals must negotiate 

their way through multiple disciplinary structures to establish the authenticity of their identities in 

these heteronormative establishments. His narrative creatively suggests and questions the 

possibilities of forging alternative queer identities within the oppressive systems of power that aim 

at erasing such identities from the cultural matrix.  

Queer (In)visibility and the Irony of Christian Love 

John Fortunato (1982) describes the struggle that people face in trying to reconcile their Christian 

faith and queer sexual identity as “the gay predicament”. In his landmark article, “Wrestling the 

Angel of Contradiction: Queer Christian Identities”, Jodi O’Brien expands on Fortunato’s idea by 

arguing that “the gay predicament, simply put, is that one cannot be a good Christian and also queer 

at the same time” (185). This is the puzzle that is at the centre of Khumalo’s narrative. From the 

beginning of the book, he ponders the possibilities of being queer and Christian and he notices and 

scrutinises the contradictions in the challenge to such an identity that the Christian culture in Africa 

poses. He struggles to reconcile his Christian faith and its teachings of love, which ironically, 

excludes gay people. He contemplates: 

[…] Faith was already alive, growing and asking tough questions about where her Dad was. 

I denied knowing her. I called her a mistake – a fluke of evolution, like I explained in my 

English oral – just as my sexuality had been said to be an aberration. The sterile, the barren 

and the eunuch conceive not, so how could Faith have been mine? […] Was I supposed to tell 

people that God gave me a second glance, or that he loved me while I was young and pure 

but didn’t love me since I have become gay? (Khumalo 33-34) 

Here, Khumalo employs personification to conceive his Christian faith as a woman whose 

workings he tries to understand. His conception of faith as a woman who he denied knowing and 
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calls a mistake may metaphorically refer to how he feels about his lack of sexual attraction to 

women as his orientation is towards men. If, in this case, faith, as a woman, comes out as “a fluke 

of evolution”, Khumalo’s narrative can be read as figuratively casting out compulsory heterosexual 

desire as faulty in its conception in societies that deny same-sex sexuality. The split in his 

conception of faith materialises upon his realisation that the only reason he suddenly existed as an 

outcast in Christianity is because he realised that he was gay. This is where he starts questioning 

the idea of an all-loving God who, apparently, does not love sexual minorities.  

The other irony that he unearths in the contradictory relationship between the church and 

homosexual people is that Christianity’s history of antagonism with homosexuality and denial to 

include gay people within its fold has eroded its status as a place of refuge and it has become a 

hostile place for queer people. To illustrate on the expected role of the church and what it has 

ironically become, Khumalo recalls an instance from when he was seven years old and he was 

running home on a stormy day. Upon discovering that he would not make it through the storm, he 

stopped by a church building along the way. He narrates: 

[l]uckily there was a church along the way. I pushed against the wind and the rain to get to it, 

running for the door because the clean, stark-white edifice had nothing to hold on to.  And as 

I tried to push it open, I discovered something my seven-year-old couldn’t compute: it was 

locked. I’m not trying to be cheesy but I asked myself, ‘If church doors can be locked, then 

where do people run to from the storm?’ because that, in a nutshell, was the start of my journey 

with religion. (Khumalo 47, emphasis mine) 

By telling the reader that he is “not trying to be cheesy” in his recollection of this moment, Khumalo 

acknowledges memoir’s dependence on memory, and since memory is “a notoriously unreliable 

and highly selective faculty” (Couser 19), the narrating persona is careful not to represent his 

recollection as fact but as a reconstruction of what the narrated self might have experienced at the 

time of the action.  
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The event in the above extract from the book becomes symbolic of religious dogma, the ironies in 

Christian faith, and the treatment that the church gives to sexual minorities. Instead of being an 

open space, a place of refuge for those escaping the condemnation of the outside world, the church 

is ironically not a hiding place for queer people because it keeps them outside. He continues to 

notice that most Christians have the tendency of “cherry-picking” Bible verses that suit their needs 

at the expense of others that do not speak to their beliefs. On this he wonders, “then wo gets to 

decide which parts of the Bible apply, and how is anyone who wants to opt out (but is trapped by 

economic and familial circumstances) to stay shielded from the consequences of unpredictable 

Bible-verse cherry-picking?” (Khumalo 57).  

Throughout his journey as a gay Christian, Khumalo is tortured by the mental conflict that he 

experiences in church, trying to negotiate between his homosexual desire and the restrictions of his 

Christian faith on the same. He recalls one of their pastors, Pastor Gumede, who always warned 

people against their hidden sins. He always panicked whenever the pastor preached:  

[h]e is not talking about me, I would tell myself in panic, especially when he preached against 

the sins of Sodom. The dreadful, terrible deeds of that place; deeds some of you are secretly 

practicing. Or considering. And we church-goers worshipped frenziedly, like each of us was 

putting his or her religiosity out there to deflect suspicions that we were that sinner in the 

sermon; passionately, as though we knew it was as close to getting off as we’d ever, er, come. 

(Khumalo 59, emphasis in the original) 

The irony is in that, although Pastor Gumede made him and other congregants uncomfortable with 

his message, it later happened that “Pastor Gumede made news headlines for statutorily raping 

male students at the school he taught at, and half of the ‘holy ones’ he preached and worshipped 

with” (Khumalo 60). Here, we see that the pastor uses the power and authority allowed him by his 

position to, not only abuse sexual minorities, but to also abuse young congregants and students 

who have no agency to challenge him. This reflects what we encounter in Nkabinde’s narrative 

where some older sangomas who spoke against lesbianism secretly raped their trainees (See 
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Nkabinde 93). Such occurrences entail that some of those who hold high positions in religious and 

spiritual circles are sometimes also in the forefront in rendering the powerless vulnerable. 

Pastor Gumede’s rape of young boys in the church is a condemnable act of violence. However, his 

actions can also be read as an expression of the frustration of his secret homosexual desire hidden 

behind claims to heterosexuality. Khumalo recalls him as being a man in a heterosexual marriage 

and that he had children. As Butler asserts in “Melancholy Gender/Refused Identification”, 

“heterosexuality is cultivated through prohibitions, where these prohibitions take as one of their 

objects, homosexual attachments, thereby forcing the loss of those attachments” (25). Butler further 

postulates that “the terror over homosexual desire may well lead to a terror over being constructed 

as feminine, feminised, of no longer being properly a man, or of being a ‘failed’ man” (Melancholy 

Gender 24). This fear can, in part, be attributed to what makes Pastor Gumede behave the way he 

does. Here, the pastor comes out as a victim of the compulsory heterosexuality that is advocated 

by Christian doctrines that work in the sustenance of the invisibility of queer sexualities in 

heteronormative societies.  

Among queers who identify as Christians in mainstream heteronormative societies, the invisibility 

of their identities is as a result of a double yoke. O’Brien points out that queer Christians face 

rejection from both the church and from fellow queers who are critical of religion (185). In the 

same way that some Christians claim that one cannot be a good Christian and queer at the same 

time, some radical queer individuals also argue that one cannot be queer and a Christian at the same 

time. As the text explores, this is the reason why coming out as a queer Christian is almost always 

impossible due to the fear of stigma from both sides of the divide. This dilemma also proves to be 

a problem for Khumalo, and he describes his moment of awakening to his homosexual desire in 

the following words: “I realised I had a secret to keep buried and indoors. I was different. The other 

boys had sensed it too” (Khumalo 44). The fear of stigma and possible violence upon people’s 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



67 

 

discovery of his sexual orientation makes him feel vulnerable and takes away any form of agency 

he may have to perform his sexuality.  

The negative consequences of the omission of alternative sexual orientations from the cultural 

discourse continue to impact on him as he continues to express conflicting ideas about his sexual 

identity. He laments: 

The dance around what I couldn’t know about myself intensified until I was twelve. I 

described this unknown demon grazing on illicit nerve endings in my body as my ‘forbidden 

self’ to the occupational therapist. When I dreamt that actor Austin Peck and I were about to 

set a bed in my grandmother’s house on fire at age eleven, bronzed dimples flashing as he 

smiled wildly at me, I knew this ‘forbidden self’ was growing stronger, more defiant – on the 

verge of being unleashed and consuming me. (Khumalo 62) 

In this instance, the “narrating I” recalls the inexperienced “narrated I” believing that his 

homosexual desire was a “demon” due to the naivety of youth and the sexual discourse that was 

made available to him. His repressed desire for fellow men finds its way into his subconscious and 

is manifested by way of multiple wet dreams. In Freudian terms, his dreams can be read as moments 

of parapraxis where “unconsciously unintended actions replace or compound the intended 

behaviour through partial breakthroughs of repressed impulses” (Akhtar 204).  

In this regard, the dreams, as revelations of his subconscious mind, emphasise that his homosexual 

desire is natural and not “a white man’s perversion” (Khumalo 69) as some of the girls in his class 

had suggested. This belief that homosexuality is a white man’s pervasion echoes the general belief 

that same-sex desire is not indigenous to Africa. The confusion in his mind intensifies when he 

realises that, due to his homosexual identity, he has no subject position in the society. He realises 

that society’s denial of gay identity renders him abject. Khumalo narrates his predicament: 

I saw myself the way everyone else did. There was no ‘forbidden self’ fighting to surface 

through me; I was the forbidden self. And just as I had tried not to surface, both those who 

loved me and those who were disgusted by me had been trying to keep me from surfacing as 
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well. Those who loved me, lest I was exposed to a world where people were disgusted by me; 

those who were disgusted, lest I magnified the shame of those who loved me. Whichever way 

you turned it, I was a complete abomination; there was no part of me that wasn’t wrong. 

(Khumalo 64, emphasis in the original) 

In this moment of vulnerability, the effects of the invisibility of queer sexuality and how it takes 

away queer agency is revealed in his lament. The conviction that the heteropatriarchal culture 

makes him believe – that something was inherently wrong with him – is an indication of the 

negative force of compulsory heterosexuality in his community.  

Khumalo’s narrative shows that his mother is the first person to help him come to terms with his 

queer sexuality and, in the process, exercise some agency in forging space for his identity within 

the heterosexual Christian culture. Instead of seeing him as a symbol of abjection or a freak of 

nature, his mother regards him as a catalyst for a revolution within the heterosexual matrix. He 

relates that “[h]er view was God had sent me to shake up what no longer worked in our world. […] 

‘God must have really taken a shining on me. Why else would I be so blessed?’ She reminded me 

that she’d named me Siyathokoza, an unusual and optimistic name, because she felt God had huge 

plans for me” (Khumalo 65). In her words, his mother subverts the negative discourse on 

homosexuality as she chooses to take pride and not shame in her gay son. She sees his sexual 

orientation as a gift from God contrary to popular opinion which regards such desire as a curse.  

As Adriaan van Klinken mentions, queers who stay within the church often cite the universality of 

God’s love on all people as justification for his approval of queerness (226). The actions of 

Khumalo’s mother are one way in which queer theologies are forged within the church. According 

to Marcella Althaus-Reid and Lisa Isherwood, queer theology is “a theology which introduces a 

profound questioning into the ways of love in our lives as individuals and as society, and the things 

love can do in our world” (303). By emphasising on the universality of God’s love, queer theologies 

have the potential of creating secure spaces for gender nonconforming identities within the folds 
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of religion. Van Klinken also mentions the potential of queer autobiographies in developing queer 

theologies (212), and Khumalo’s memoir partly aims to achieve this by questioning the dimensions 

and the limits of God’s love, and the place of queer identities in Judeo-Christian theology.  

The State and its (Gay) Men 

Apart from putting Christianity under the microscope, Khumalo’s life narrative also touches on the 

role of the political establishment in South Africa in denying queer people their full rights as 

stipulated in the republic’s constitution. As already pointed out, his main concern in the book is on 

the plight of gay men in South Africa. His take on politics and religion demonstrates that the two 

forces work together almost in similar fashion to colonise homosexuality and relegate it to the 

margins by means of both physical force and false consciousness. Throughout the book, Khumalo 

presents the homophobia of political institutions as being directly linked to the preservation of toxic 

masculinity and the compelling need for heteronormative establishments to exercise patriarchal 

power over bodies that they render docile. He dedicates an entire chapter in the book to unpack the 

challenges of toxic masculinity to gay men and he titles it “Tribalism and Toxic Masculinity” 

(Khumalo 210). Through his narrative, Khumalo strives to challenge the patriarchal institutions 

that pose a threat to queer existence in South Africa.  

In her discussion on masculinities, Connell reiterates that through its support of heteronormativity, 

hegemonic masculinity helps in maintaining the dominance of heterosexual men and the 

subordination of homosexuality in mainstream society (78). In You Have to be Gay to Know God, 

Khumalo describes such forms of dominant masculinities as toxic and he regards them as the source 

of homophobia in systems of governance (Khumalo 199). The argument is that promoting 

homophobia is a way of toxic masculinity avoiding the risk of vulnerability – of being watered 

down and losing its grip on power by the emergence of noncompliant masculinities that advocate 

for alternative ways of performing sexuality and of being male in society. Hegemonic masculinity’s 
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fear of losing power renders queer identities vulnerable and at risk of losing any form of recognition 

in dialogues of sexuality. As an example, Khumalo points to an instance where a Zulu traditional 

leader employs toxic masculinity to publicly declare homophobia: 

[i]n his address at the annual reed dance in Nangoma in 2005, Zulu monarch King Zwelithini 

said, “The Zulu nation will not be this big, with millions of people, if there is the problem of 

gay people that we have today. This new behaviour is quickly becoming a threat to our nation 

because it encourages people not to have proper families that have children.” (Khumalo 211) 

The King’s reference to homosexuality as a problem and as new behaviour aims at de-Africanising 

it and alienating gay sexuality from the realm of what is considered normal among the Zulu. 

Interestingly, the king’s views on same-sex sexuality in Zulu cultural beliefs are in contradiction 

to what we learn from the life narrative of Nkabinde where lesbianism is afforded space, at least 

among sangomas. Considering this, the truth value of the king’s claim that homosexuality is new 

among the Zulu becomes questionable. King Zwelithini also fallaciously presents gay relationships 

as posing a threat to heterosexual marriage and procreation. Thus, in this way, homosexuality 

comes out as a threat to the demands of hegemonic masculinity and is systematically eliminated 

from the cultural matrix by some traditional leaders.   

Khumalo argues that “[h]omophobia is not a stand-alone prejudice. It is normalised so all other 

violence and bigotry may be tolerated when it comes” (Khumalo 222). He states that what makes 

it worse in African societies is that most of the voting population is homophobic and as such they 

tend to elect homophobic leaders who speak to their demands (Khumalo 22). As such, violence 

against homosexuals and other gender nonconforming sexualities starts at the highest institutional 

level and trickles down to spurts of physical violence on the street. Khumalo goes further to 

condemn the double standards and hypocrisy in mainstream society where people support 

homophobia while tolerating worse forms of violence by the state on its people. He gives an 

example: 
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Depict two men killing each other on the television: normal. But when Senzo and Jason kiss 

on Generations, or WeTheBrave ad has a gay kiss: outcries of ‘abomination!’ and demands 

the public broadcaster cease giving airtime to scenes that will titillate men towards gayness. 

In history’s fairest acquiescence to anyone’s wishes, the public broadcaster’s media freedoms 

are now threatened; it refuses to air the abominable treatment people get from this state […] 

Doesn’t it hurt, though, having political promises broken? (Khumalo 261) 

As his story progresses, Khumalo directly experiences the complexities of being a gay man in a 

masculine state institution when he, for a while, joins the military. He finds the military as an 

institution to be substantively and metaphorically gendered and he fails to establish his place within 

the system. His greatest fear is that of stigma and he feels vulnerable to display his gay masculinity 

in an institution that thrives on force and manifestations of hetero-masculine prowess. Butler rightly 

observes that “gays in the military threaten to undo masculinity only because this is a masculinity 

made of repudiated homosexuality” (Melancholy Gender 31). What this entails is that military 

culture dreads manifestations of homosexual tendencies, which it considers a sign of weakness. 

Khumalo’s fear of stigma is clear in his contemplations as he talks to his boss when he decides to 

leave the military; “[b]ut I realised I couldn’t tell him what it meant to be gay and black and the 

compromises and blackmailers I could sense in the future if I took this path” (Khumalo 121). Being 

gay in an evidently patriarchal setup becomes a threat and a risk he does not want to take, prompting 

him to leave the institution. 

Ironically, he realises that just like with the religious system of Christianity that he struggles with 

on the one hand, there is also a silent gay culture in the military. He realises that within the gay 

community in the military there was a hierarchy where it was somehow acceptable to be a white 

gay man but not a black gay man. He recalls:  

[…] the only openly gay men I knew in the defence force were white. The two black guys I 

knew were gay in basic training followed the unspoken rule I did – the unwritten version of 

‘don’t ask, don’t tell’. I knew about them because I slept with one before basics; I slept with 

the other afterwards. (Khumalo 109) 
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The fact that gay white men are tolerated more than gay black men in the military speaks volumes 

on the misconception of homosexuality not being a part of indigenous African identity. In his article 

titled “It is Just a Fashion: Linking Homosexuality and ‘Modernity’ in South Africa”, Graeme Reid 

argues that most people regard homosexual lifestyles mostly among blacks in South Africa as 

fashion (“It is Just” 7). This reiterates beliefs that homosexuality is a “white man’s perversion” – 

as a culture that black people borrow from whites. Reid goes further to notice that the term 

“fashion” can be used “as a way of trivialising same-sex relationships. As such it may be seen as a 

measure or marker of homophobic views and opinions” (Reid “It is just” 7-8).  

The identification of homosexuality with white men and not black men in African contexts raises 

several issues of concern regarding the philosophies behind such lines of thought. Firstly, it brings 

into question the definition of who is regarded as an African and what “Africanness” entails. In 

“African Modes of Self-writing”, Achille Mbembe critiques the association of African identity 

with blackness as essentialist and based on a faulty logic of autochthony (14). Such thinking 

presents African otherness based on corporeal differences from the Western subject, ignoring the 

common humanity that both black and white people share. When it comes to sexual minority rights 

in Africa then, this othering of black people strips them of agency since the privilege of homosexual 

difference is accorded to white people. 

In Khumalo’s experience, the community in which he lives stipulates that being gay is not natural 

to a black South African man and the state, through its system and institutions that thrive on toxic 

masculinity work in support of such views that discriminate against homosexuality and ultimately 

deletes same-sex sexuality from the norms of the society. Khumalo’s narrative on his experience 

in the military interrogates the institution as a masculine entity that polices sexuality and ensures 

the invisibility of queer identities within its ranks. Through institutions like the military and the 

dire need to garner political support from the masses, the state has turned out to be one of the sites 
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of homophobia, which is ironic for political establishments in a country like South Africa are 

supposed to be in support of gay rights. However, Khumalo’s narrative reveals that homophobia is 

a systemic and an intersectional problem that demands a multifaceted approach if it is to be 

uprooted from mainstream culture. 

Towards a Queer Theology? The Ends of Agency and Activism 

In her examination of the options that are open to queer Christians in response to “the gay 

predicament”, O’Brien concludes that such Christians often take one of the three options that are 

available to them. Some may denounce the faith and leave the church, others accept the doctrine 

of shame and live in hiding within the faith, and yet another group may choose to articulate an 

alternative (queer) religiosity (O’Brien 187). In You Have to be Gay to Know God, Khumalo tries 

to articulate an alternative queer religiosity within Christianity by critically analysing the Bible and 

finding justification for the acceptance of his queer identity within it. To forge a place for queer 

individuals in religion, Khumalo mostly dwells on the doctrine of love in Christianity that 

homophobic Christians fail to understand. Upon reading the Bible, his understanding is that: 

[t]he message for me there was that love didn’t have to meet a visible canon of ‘correctness’ 

to be holy; in fact, it was more valuable when it was up against some odd or another. And 

while the people in the church were extremely loving, not even they (even with a name like 

theirs) really grasped this lesson. (Khumalo 159) 

He ponders on this after he decides to leave a church that “was named after a tree that, in the Bible, 

is used in a picture of unnatural inclusion” (Khumalo 159). This was a grafted tree that still 

flourished despite being made of branches from different sources. For him, the image of this tree 

becomes symbolic of the need for the church to be inclusive and it is a sign that variety ought not 

to always be conceived in negative terms.   

What is of interest here is that, just like Nkabinde, Khumalo also tries to create space for queer 

identity within the confines of his spiritual belief system. On the one hand, Nkabinde manages to 
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create a Third Space that she inhabits as a lesbian in Zulu cosmology – a realm between the physical 

and the spiritual – which she occupies as a sangoma. On the other hand, Khumalo seems to struggle 

to create this space within the cosmology of Christianity. Despite that Christian doctrines appear 

to be inclusive – like in the name of the church he evokes above and its message of love – Khumalo 

fails to survive within that church and he decides to leave. As already articulated, most homophobes 

in Africa argue that homosexuality is foreign, and it cannot be allowed on that basis. But reading 

Nkabinde’s and Khumalo’s memoirs, it is ironic to notice that the Zulu cosmology (which is 

indigenous to Africa) comes out as more accommodative of same-sex sexuality unlike Christianity, 

a religion that came with Western colonialists.  

In his continued struggle towards developing a queer theology, Khumalo’s interpretation of the 

Bible is that, unlike the views of homophobic Christians, the New Testament gives a non-binary 

perception of gender. He quotes Galatians 3:28 to illustrate his point: 

‘Galatians 3:28 says, “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there 

male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Why does the conjunction change from 

“nor” in every other contrasting pair like it does with “neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 

nor free”, to “and” for “male and female”? Isn’t this saying that whatever the theological 

significance of God creating humanity male and female in Genesis, it’s fulfilled in Christ, and 

therefore no longer has the importance it had in the beginning?’ (Khumalo 161) 

This search for alternative interpretations of the Bible that afford space for queerness may be read 

as Khumalo’s attempt towards forging an alternative queer theology. According to Robertson, 

“queer theology questions the assumed heterosexuality which frames theologies and argues for the 

potential of dissent, marginalised epistemologies in thinking God, which can transform the ways 

in which Christianity and church is understood and practised” (“Queerying” 135). This approach 

has the potential of creating space for queer identities within Christianity because of its 

deconstructive stance that, like all queer theories, challenges identity categorises as exclusionary 
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and falsely unifying social constructs that rely on classical binary logic which fails to do justice to 

the representation of difference (Angelides 14).  

Queer theology advocates for “the deconstruction and transformation of existing normative 

identifications and systems of power within Christianity and the church” (Robertson, “Queerying” 

138). For Khumalo, taking this approach is his initial step in his efforts to attain agency for queer 

activism within the church. However, this does not become an easy task as he confesses that “‘[m]y 

faith is my light. But it’s a light with a dimmer switch. I’m becoming as much a questioner as I am 

a believer’” (Khumalo 187). In the end, he is not as successful as he thought he would be in 

mustering queer agency within the church, which raises pertinent questions on the limits of queer 

theology. 

The agentic ends of queer theology within the heteropatriarchal set up of mainstream theology 

become questionable as, in the first place, it renders itself a theology operating “from the margins 

which wants to remain at the margins” (Althaus-Reid and Isherwood 304). Althaus-Reid and 

Isherwood argue that “to recognise sexual discrimination in the church and in the theological 

thinking (by selective thematic of reflection or by de-authorisation of other discourses) does not 

mean that a theology from the margins should thrive for equality” (304). Their claim is that queer 

theology does not strive for acceptance within the mainstream but rather for plurality and 

differentiation. As propagated by Khumalo’s text, one wonders as to what extent queer theology 

can work to achieve the recognition and acceptance of queer identities within mainstream Christian 

doctrines that play a crucial role in socialisation. 

Understanding the limits of queer theology, it should not be surprising to note that Khumalo 

transcends borders to exercise his agency and queer activism outside the church. He realises that 

the invisibility of his identity is a stumbling block to the attainment of agency and that, if they 

remain in the shadows of society, queer sexualities may never get full recognition and the respect 
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they deserve in heteronormative societies. In this regard, he explains that he decided to start internet 

blogging to “challenge notions of queerness and blackness” (Khumalo 180) and his blog is mostly 

about “[t]he intersectionality of race, sexuality and religion – [he] write[s] Bible commentary” 

(Khumalo 181). Khumalo argues that the only way of dealing with the intersectional oppression 

that gay people face in South Africa is to initiate dialogue on the topic, which he notices that most 

people shun. He sees his blog as agentic in that it creates a platform where sexuality, religion, 

politics, and race are discussed in public. His view is that “[i]f religion, politics and sex were the 

three things that weren’t spoken of in polite company, we were all dying of politeness” (Khumalo 

146).  

Apart from blogging, Khumalo conceives gay beauty pageants as another form of queer activism 

and as a way of bringing to public attention the existence of people of nonconforming sexualities 

in South Africa. The effectiveness of gay pride parades in queer activism cannot be overemphasised 

knowing the attention that such events receive, especially in conservative and traditionally 

heteronormative African societies. In his view, Reid states that one of the ways in which gay men 

generate social capital in South Africa is “through a special niche within the bourgeoning black 

hairstyle industry. Another is by staging and competing in beauty pageants” (8). Reid argues that, 

in South Africa, such pageants play an important role in expressing and redefining norms in beauty 

and fashion, especially among the urban youth (Reid 15). As such, gay beauty pageants become a 

way of rewriting gender non-conforming identities into the culture and setting new definitions of 

beauty and the physical body in societies that have denied normative notions of beauty to the queer 

body.  

Khumalo takes part in his first Gay Pride pageant and he is crowned Mr Gay Durban 2014. His 

participation in the event gives him agency and he gains a new sense of pride and confidence in his 

queer identity. He retells the experience: 
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I had been thrown into the deep end and I was loving it. There was a different camera snapping 

a picture of me almost every twenty seconds. I’m not exaggerating. There were guys from 

around the world taking pictures with me or asking to take pictures in languages I didn’t 

recognise. (Khumalo 174) 

The Mr Gay Durban parade does not only create awareness about the existence of gay people in 

South Africa; it goes further to give him and the other contestants international recognition. Such 

recognition is necessary in demystifying claims of a purely heterosexual Africa and to grant agency 

to queer lives on the continent. Khumalo maintains that there is need for gay people to project 

themselves onto mainstream culture if their identities are to be recognised. On a visit to a school 

for the deaf during the Mr Gay SA Tour, Khumalo makes a metaphorical statement to the deaf 

children: “‘[t]he world won’t learn your signing; you have to learn its speech’” (Khumalo 179) – 

emphasizing the need for marginalised identities to impose themselves on the marginalising culture 

to make themselves intelligible. Throughout the book, Khumalo exposes the hypocrisy in 

mainstream society’s disapproval of gay people that is directly and indirectly supported by 

institutions like religion and the state. Such homophobia aims at omitting homosexuality from the 

society but the claims to heteronormativity are hypocritical since there is proven presence of gay 

men even within such systems of power. The book’s critique of homophobia in African societies 

is summarised in a comment that an unidentified man makes on Facebook regarding the 

controversy that arose when Khumalo expressed his need to represent Zambia in the Mr Gay World 

pageant. The comment directly attacks homophobia and exposes the hypocrisy of it. It reads: 

‘[…] We are all sinners mwebantu, some of us are just “fortunate” that our sins may never 

see the light of day. Let’s not be quick to judge others. If he likes men then that’s his thing, 

he’s not going to fwaya you and his sexual orientation does not impact your life one bit. 

LEAVE HIM ALONE! In a country where things like adultery are tolerated and accepted 

some may say that it is Sodom and Gomorrah’ [….] (Khumalo 189) 

The comment above summarises what Khumalo’s satirical narrative communicates and the gist of 

his attack on homophobia in South Africa. In the end, he concludes that “[h]omophobia in God’s 
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name is horseshit. The blasphemer who condemns gays in God’s name loves neither gays nor God. 

No one who hates his brother, whom he has seen, can claim to love God, whom he has not seen. 

For all we know, God could be lesbian” (Khumalo 177). 

Despite the challenges he encounters in forging a queer theology, Khumalo’s agency is manifested 

through his queer activism by, among other things, blogging and engaging in gay parades that bring 

awareness on the existence of queer identities within his community. Above all, his narrative stands 

out as it unearths topics that are rarely discussed together in mainstream discourses – the 

possibilities of accommodating gender nonconforming identities within heteronormative religious 

and socio-political circles. In the end, You Have to be Gay to Know God is an agentic effort in 

queer activism for social change towards homosexuality both in religion and the socio-political 

arena.  

Reflections on the Discussion 

In this chapter, I have examined representations of queer identities in contemporary life writing 

from South Africa. The authors narrate their experiences of inhabiting queer bodies and performing 

queer sexualities in societies that do not fully comprehend or accept the presence of such identities. 

Through the analysis I have demonstrated that Landa Mabenge’s Becoming Him, Anastacia 

Tomson’s Always Anastacia, Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me, and Siya 

Khumalo’s You Have to be Gay to Know God reveal that queerness in Africa is a vulnerable identity 

and the fact that the South African constitution is tolerant of gender nonconforming identities does 

not make queer individuals in the country any less vulnerable.  

The four narratives manifest the role of agency in disrupting homophobic norms and how activism 

can be a way of creating a safe space for queer people in the country and on the continent, in 

general. The texts do this in different ways as each author dedicates their memoir to specific issues 

of concern regarding their experiences of living as queer subjects in their communities. While 
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Mabenge and Tomson concentrate on the transgender experience, Nkabinde’s memoir tackles the 

complexities of living as a lesbian in Zulu traditional culture, and Khumalo dwells on the 

possibilities of creating space for queer identities within Christianity. What is of interest is that all 

the four narratives touch on the possibilities of crossing borders in sexuality and gender identity, 

how such borders are constituted within heteronormative societies, and the vulnerability one is 

exposed to in such crossings. These efforts in border crossing become ways of deconstructing 

compulsory heterosexual normativity, and the written text itself serves as a tool for agency for 

these vulnerable identities.    

A reading of the four texts has revealed that when it comes to queer life writing in South Africa, 

activism occupies a central role and the authors regard their voicing through the text as a source of 

agency for social change. However, as memoirs the four analysed texts also raise some pertinent 

questions in their varying representations of queer identities. One thing that stands out in the 

narratives is their similar plot structure. The narratives adopt the traditional plot structure where 

we have a beginning, the middle, and the end (although some events/experiences are not necessarily 

narrated in a linear pattern as is the case with Tomson’s text). Through the plot, we witness the 

narrators undergoing several challenges, some of which are tragic. Nonetheless, there seems to be 

a resolution in all the plot conflicts that result in relatively happy endings. Couser calls this “the 

tyranny of the comic plot” (44). According to Couser, the problem is that such forms of narration 

may exclude a lot of people who still struggle in similar circumstances (45). The question that one 

may ask is: what could be the effect of the tragic plot in queer life writing? Would such plots 

enhance agency for activism, or would they cripple it? 

One also ought to question the extent to which these narratives are constructed to serve the 

obsessions of popular culture knowing that these texts are products that are sold for consumption. 

Smith and Watson caution that sometimes “the role of a coaxer (such as a publisher) in assembling 
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a life narrative can be more coercive than collaborative” (68). As such, stories of triumph, like 

Mabenge’s Becoming Him, where he survives, not only an abusive childhood, but also alcoholism, 

must be put under the microscope to assess how much of the content reflects what the subject truly 

recalls and how much may have been manipulated for purposes of marketing. Such necessary 

scrutiny on the truth value of the memoir can be extended to all the texts discussed in this chapter 

since, along with the authors’ stories, they also incorporate extensive stories of others. To that 

extent, the memoirs become “relational narratives” (Smith and Watson 86) and it is only necessary 

to question the extent to which such narratives blur the line between autobiography and biography. 

My next chapter concentrates on queer representations in selected short stories from Sub-Saharan 

Africa and it focusses on stories emanating from countries where same-sex relationships are 

prohibited by law, and stories that depict African queer characters who cross national and 

international borders both within the continent and overseas. The chapter will also discuss 

narratives of pleasure in these queer representations.  

 

 

 

 

 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



81 

 

Chapter Three 

(Re)humanising the Queer in Contemporary Short Stories from Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

We can understand queerness itself as being filled with the intention to be lost. Queerness 

is illegible and therefore lost in relation to the straight minds’ mapping of space. Queerness 

is lost in space or lost in relation to the space of heteronormativity. […] To accept loss is to 

accept the way in which one’s queerness will render one lost to a world of heterosexual 

imperatives, codes, and laws. To accept loss is to accept queerness – or more accurately, to 

accept the loss of heteronormativity, authorisation, and entitlement.  

José Esteban Muñoz 

 

Introduction 

I foreground the above extract as a reflection of the central arguments that will be advanced in this 

chapter. Muñoz’s musings on the meaning of loss in relation to queerness and heteronormativity at 

once mourn the deliberate erasure of queer identities and sexualities from mainstream discourses 

while at the same time celebrating such lack of recognition as gain for those who identify as queer 

since they have been, in essence, set free from the “authorisation” and “entitlement” of 

heteronormativity (Muñoz 73). The crux of Muñoz’s argument perhaps is that the marginalisation 

of queerness in heteronormative cultures is, consequently, a loss to heteronormativity since queers 

can always “veer away from heterosexuality’s path” (Muñoz 73) and express the essence of their 

being in alternative ways that offer them both spatial and temporal presence. 

One of the alternative ways in which queerness is expressed and projected onto public spaces in 

heteronormative societies is through the writing of fiction. In this chapter, I focus on the role of 

fiction in rehumanising the queer and reclaiming space for queerness in Sub-Saharan African 

countries where same-sex relationships are overtly criminalised by law and/or discriminated 
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against by politics, culture, and religion. I analyse twenty queer short stories by writers from 

Nigeria, Kenya, Somalia, Uganda, and Sierra Leone. The authors explore specific experiences of 

queer people in the countries in which the stories are set, and these places often tend to be their 

countries of origin or where they live. The stories are collected in two anthologies: Queer Africa 

2: New Stories (2017), edited by Makhosazana Xaba and Karen Martin, and Fairytales for Lost 

Children (2013) by Diriye Osman.12 What brings the two anthologies in conversation with each 

other is their thematic threads that weave around questions of belonging, place, home, and the 

multiple ways in which queer agency can be cultivated in vulnerable situations. The two 

anthologies also expose a plethora of quotidian challenges that queer subjects in punitively 

heteronormative sub-Saharan African societies have to grapple with. The stories partly demonstrate 

how queerness is lost in mainstream gender discourses and conceptions of sexuality as it is “rarely 

complemented by evidence […]” (Muñoz 65) since there is always a drive by homophobic 

authorities to erase queer histories, present, and futures from the cultural scripts of these societies. 

My analysis deliberately leaves out short stories by South African authors from Queer Africa 2 as 

they fall outside the focus of this chapter, considering that queerness is not overtly criminalised in 

the country.  

As Bibi Burger rightly observes in her review of Queer Africa 2, “several stories [in the collection] 

allude to attempts to find a home, a place to build a life, at the intersection of being queer and 

African” (173). In these stories we find characters who embark on such quests – both physically 

and psychologically – and their journeys detail the experiences of living as a queer subject in 

normative societies in very interesting ways. The same can also be said about Osman’s Fairytales 

which Neelika Jayawardane argues “is an exploration of how those who are multiply displaced 

create family, stability, love, and home […]” (n.p). I take the deployment of these themes in the 

 
12 Subsequent references to the primary texts will be designated as Queer Africa 2 and Fairytales, respectively.  
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two short story collections as central to my analysis of what it means to be queer in sub-Saharan 

African countries where the law, religion, tradition, and culture come together to restrict and curtail 

the freedom of nonconforming genders and sexual identities.   

While Queer Africa 2 brings together narratives by writers from South Africa, Sierra Leone, 

Uganda, Kenya, and Nigeria, Osman’s collection features characters who are mostly Somali 

LGBTIQ+ youths traversing the spaces of Mogadishu, Nairobi, and London in search of belonging. 

The characters in Queer Africa 2 also exhibit these transnational tendencies through which 

questions of queer vulnerability and agency beyond the confines of national borders are brought to 

the fore. As Shola Adenekan points out, “transnational characters who criss-cross these fictional 

spaces […] reveal the experience that homophobia is not just an African dilemma but it is very 

active in [the West], especially for black queers” (72). My analysis in this chapter partly unpacks 

this observation where I explore the meanings of home and exile in relation to queerness through 

my reading of some of the stories in the two collections.  

As already highlighted in the introductory chapter, Green-Simms (2016), Osinubi (2016), and 

Munro (2017) have described African queer writing in the twenty-first century as an emergent 

genre. By this, they mean that the novelty of such works also borders on notions of “emergency” 

in that writers have suddenly felt the need to address topics that have been ignored for a long time 

in African literary history (Munro, “States” 188). Munro further argues that “the short story in 

particular lends itself to trying out ideas” (“States” 189). She quotes Catherine Jonet who contends 

that “for some authors, the short story is the place to openly confront difficult subjects that 

powerfully affect marginalised groups within a culture” (Munro, “States” 189). For Munro, it is 

“the as yet to be nature of queer African lives [that] suits the temporalities of the short story” 

(“States” 189). This rendition casts the queer African short story as an experimental genre yet to 

gain full traction.  
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I partly agree with the observations by Munro and Jonet in arguing that the new short stories themed 

on queerness emerging out of Africa are scripts of activism challenging the vulnerability that haunts 

queerness on the continent and beyond. My analysis further posits that the representation of queer 

identities in these short stories has now moved past the state of being “emergent” to becoming an 

established sub-genre that addresses the vulnerability, agency, and activism of marginalised groups 

within African literature. Queer African writing has become as antithetical in its liberalising effects 

as was the early African writing against colonial domination in the 1960s. These queer 

representations are, in essence, deconstructive tools formed against the tyranny of heteronormative 

commandments. In this regard, the contemporary African queer short story manifests itself as an 

act of “the subaltern speaking” (Spivak 2003) back to power in unapologetic ways that create a 

canonical space for the queer in African literature.  

The short story as a genre for queer activism has varying qualities that make it more effective than, 

say, the novel. Sally Ann Murray observes that, as a genre, the short story is in itself queer by its 

unconventionality in form and availability, for example, as compared to the novel (80). She argues 

that “the adaptability of the short story as an outsider configuration has served it well, and seen it 

foray into service for multiple imaginative engagements with marginality” (Murray 80). Attesting 

to her observations, the short story as an unconventional or an outsider genre mostly eludes multiple 

forms of censorship by finding easy ways to publication and distribution through different channels 

such as personal blogs and e-magazines that operate outside the capitalistic confinements of 

traditional publishing. Nevertheless, the biggest challenge in queer activism that the short story 

faces in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa is perhaps the economic and linguistic barriers to access 

faced by the majority of underprivileged and rural populations.  

As already highlighted throughout this thesis, the significance of writing queer lives in African 

socio-political contexts cannot be overemphasised. Although in some sub-Saharan African 
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countries (such as Ivory Coast, Mali, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Gabon, Rwanda, 

etc) same-sex intimacy has never been overtly criminalised and vilified, thirty-four African 

countries have outlawed such desire (Hawley, “In Transition” 121). For those countries that are 

silent on same-sex relationships, the question they beg is: to what extent can such silences on the 

rights of sexual minorities amount to a different form of marginalisation that is just as detrimental 

as the overt criminalisation of homo-erotic desire? On the other hand, such silences can also afford 

space for the co-existence of queer individuals in these societies in ways that are unlabelled and 

hence unvilified. Whichever way one chooses to look at it, writing about queerness goes a long 

way in breaking the silence on this topic and has the potential of granting agency to queer people 

as a vulnerable group deliberately left to lurk on the margins of these societies.  

Ayodele Sogunro observes that “[the] invisibility and consequent perception of non-existence [of 

queer people in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa] has a serious repercussion” in that “it can be 

propelled as evidence of socio-cultural disapproval of LGBTI persons and then used to justify 

further violations against sexual minorities” (636). He further argues that the dehumanisation of 

queer identities also places the African queer writer in a precarious position. This vulnerability of 

the writer is evident in countries like Nigeria and Uganda where the law even prohibits advocating 

for queer rights in any form (Sogunro 633). In such environments, life writing by queer subjects, 

for example, becomes a life-threatening endeavour since the identification of the author with the 

protagonist in the work may put such authors at risk of persecution, arrest, and even death. Unlike 

in South Africa, where constitutional provisions have tried to open up avenues for the expression 

of lived queer experiences as explored in the previous chapter, only alternative genres of writing, 

like fiction, can best work in societies where it is illegal to identify as queer. This is where writers 

as activists come in to employ writing fiction as a tool for the expression of dissident and vilified 

identities.  
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Understanding this, in my reading of these short stories, I regard creative fiction as a tool that has 

deliberately been taken up by these African writers in bringing to light subjects that cannot be 

discussed freely in sub-Saharan African countries that criminalise same-sex sexuality and gender 

nonconformity. In doing so, I rethink the concept of “prosthesis” from its application in disability 

studies to how it may be reconceived in other instances within narratives of lives of “marked 

identities”. To evoke David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder, “under gender, gay men and women 

constitute ‘marked’ identities while their heterosexual counterparts are considered normal” (ix). In 

their adaptation of David Wills’ (1995) concept of “prosthesis” to disability studies, Mitchell and 

Snyder examine how the disabled body is represented in literature and go on to argue that “literary 

works often leave the disabled body as a troubled and troubling position within culture” (8). They 

coined the term “narrative prosthesis” to unveil the ways in which representations of disability in 

creative art have failed to challenge the marginalisation faced by disabled people and disability in 

general.  

While Mitchell and Snyder critique the representation of disability as narrative prosthesis in that it 

harbours the risk of reproducing marginality through metaphorical representations that entail lack 

and deficiency in the disabled, I do not regard the presence of queer characters in these short stories 

as narrative prosthesis, but rather, I consider the writing of fiction itself as prosthesis in disabling 

environments where it may be too risky to employ other forms of representation. I conceive most 

nation-states in sub-Saharan Africa as disabling environments for the performance of queerness 

due to punitive laws, culture, and religion that come together to incapacitate queer agents. As such, 

literary artists seek prosthetic tools to represent and rehumanise queer identities in these societies 

where heteropatriarchal authorities have dehumanised and marginalised them.  

Fiction, through its imaginative capacity, proves to be one of the most potent tools in this 

endeavour, and as the short stories in this study reveal, creative fiction as prosthesis has worked to 
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transcend normative boundaries on what is and what is not allowed in public discourses in these 

disabling socio-political environments and has enabled the presence of queers in spaces where they 

previously were not allowed to appear. The potency of the imaginative capacity of fiction in 

challenging heteronormativity lies in its imitation and representation of real-life experiences in 

ways that go beyond mere mimesis to suggesting alternative worldviews and lifestyles through 

creativity and speculation. As prosthesis, fiction does not only depict queer lives as they are, but 

also represents them as they could be. As it will be witnessed in the analysis of the selected short 

stories, some of the writers imagine alternative ways of queer performance and pleasures beyond 

the constraints of heteronormativity and the limits of social decorum.  

Apart from humanising queerness in social relations, fictional representation as prosthesis also 

functions as a tool for expressing the uniqueness of queer subjectivities and establishing their 

legitimate claims to space as different but equal members of the human society. In most of the 

stories under discussion, queer characters have been rendered as ordinary individuals on a quest 

for happiness like anybody else, albeit in a different way from what is considered mainstream. In 

this way, literary fiction becomes agentic by countering vulnerability and the invisibility of queers 

in heteronormative African contexts by rehumanising the queer as a legitimate subject that must be 

accorded space in the public sphere. As the analysis will show, queer identities and performances 

of queerness in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa have mostly been restricted to private spaces, and 

one way of countering such marginalisation is by creating space for such experiences in the public 

domain for the recognition and acceptance of difference.  

Excluding this introduction, the analysis in this chapter has been structured into six subsequent 

sections, including a conclusion that weighs in on the arguments that have been raised and forges 

the trajectory of the next chapter. The immediate section that follows this introduction critically 

engages with discursive ideas that heteronormative systems use to marginalise queerness in sub-
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Saharan Africa. The section that follows from that discusses the plight of African lesbians in 

punitive patriarchal African societies as represented in the short stories under discussion. The next 

section accounts for the invisibility of homosexual men in African spaces, the forces behind such 

marginalisation, and the ways in which patriarchy and masculinities impact on sexual minorities. 

The other section dwells on queer border-crossings, assessing the impact of such migrations and 

the meaning of exile to queer Africans as portrayed in the two short story collections. The fifth 

section examines the ways in which writers display queer pleasures to demonstrate how characters 

in these punitive spaces attain agency and the role of such agency in mitigating queer vulnerability. 

The stories in the two anthologies are analysed based on their thematic preoccupations.  

The Heterosexual Gaze and the Commodification of (Homo)sexuality  

In her landmark work Visual and Other Pleasures (1989), Mulvey discusses how women come to 

occupy subordinate positions in patriarchal societies and the means through which patriarchy gains 

and maintains such control over time. She notices that “woman […] stands in patriarchal culture 

as the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out his fantasies and obsessions 

through linguistic command by imposing them on the silent image of woman still tied to her place 

as bearer, not maker, of meaning” (Mulvey 15). Mulvey ties the subordination and objectification 

of women to what she calls “the determining male gaze [which] projects its fantasy onto the female 

figure, which is styled accordingly” (19, emphasis mine). Although her coinage of “the male gaze” 

specifically refers to the roles of women in visual cinema, Mulvey’s ideas broadly speak to the 

position of power held by heterosexual men over women in patriarchal societies. I conceive the 

“gaze” as that position of privilege from which women’s bodies and their sexualities are controlled 

under the watch of patriarchy. I adopt this concept to speak about the way sexual and gender 

minorities are viewed and framed within heteropatriarchal societies. I regard the “gaze” as a 
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reading strategy employed by those in power to subject bodies and lived sexual realities under the 

control of heteronormativity. 

I find Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze very useful, not only in understanding the relationship 

between men and women in society, but also in comprehending the contentious nature of all 

relationships that centre on gender. The gaze that Mulvey evokes is not only male – it is also 

heteropatriarchal and it plays a crucial role in controlling and commodifying sexuality in 

heteronormative societies, consequently restraining homosexuality as it exists outside the bearer’s 

parameters of the normative and the pleasurable. As Butler argues elsewhere, “heterosexuality is 

cultivated through prohibitions, where these prohibitions take as one of their objects homosexual 

attachments, thereby forcing the loss of those attachments” (“Melancholy” 25). In this regard, the 

oppression of homosexual subjects under the male gaze is achieved through manifestations of 

heterosexual hegemonic masculinities that ensure the dominance of heterosexual men over their 

homosexual counterparts (Connell 78).  

Through the mechanisms of patriarchal control in heteronormative societies, the gaze that controls 

sexuality is broadened from not just being male but rather heterosexual. I consider the heterosexual 

gaze to be that position of privilege and authority occupied by both heterosexual men and women 

who exercise power over gender and sexual normativity in these societies. As Catherine Hakim 

contemplates in “The Sugar in His Tea: Sexuality, Patriarchy, and Sexual Politics”, “patriarchy has 

proved a useful concept in feminist theory, identifying how men, and the social institutions created 

and controlled by men, have actively subordinated women […]” (2), and by extension, homosexual 

men. Heterosexual women have also become actively interpellated in the social structures and 

practices of patriarchy in that they have come to play active roles in controlling what are regarded 

dissident sexual desires, including lesbianism and homosexuality.  
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The short stories I analyse here reveal that the control that heteropatriarchy exercises on people’s 

sexuality tends to be capitalistic in that there is a dire need in patriarchy to commodify sexuality 

for its own benefit. To borrow from Nicole Constable, “in Marxist terms, commodification refers 

to the process of assigning market value to goods or services that previously existed outside of the 

market” (50). The idea of assigning market value entails an anticipation of profit from whatever 

form of relationship exists between the parties involved therein. For purposes of this analysis, I 

employ the concept “commodification of sexuality” to refer to the anticipated value, profit, or gain 

that patriarchy attaches to social practices and interactions. There is an underlying assumption that 

human (sexual) behaviour must benefit the needs of heteropatriarchal authority and therefore must 

be put under a constant gaze in order to, in Foucauldian terms, “discipline and punish” 

nonconformity (Foucault 1977). Such anticipated gains may range from sexual reproduction and 

bride prices received for heterosexual marriage arrangements, to elusive conceptions of family 

dignity, communal coherence, cultural preservation, and achievements of high moral standards that 

are seen to emanate from conformity to the demands of heteronormativity. The next three sections 

of this chapter demonstrate how the heterosexual gaze operates in commodifying sexuality and 

eventually dehumanizing lesbian women and gay men to deny them agency and place in some 

African societies.  

African Lesbians and the (Im)possibilities of Love 

As discussed above, the heterosexual gaze is capitalistic in nature in that it defines normativity in 

terms of that which benefits its demands and satisfies the patriarch. To maintain this, mainstream 

societies in sub-Saharan Africa find themselves exercising control over sexual minorities to the 

extent that queerness is vilified as abominable and queer subjects are relegated to the margins as 

the undesirable others. In countries like Nigeria, Uganda, and Kenya where the law prohibits 

lesbian desire, lesbian women often struggle with feelings of alienation, not only from their 
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countries, but also from their sexual feelings that estrange them from their immediate environment. 

Debrota Pucherova notices that the emergence of 21st century African lesbian fiction has 

highlighted “the ways women are victimised through patriarchal control over their sexuality” (107). 

African women, especially lesbians, “have been excluded from equal citizenship, their desires and 

needs sacrificed for the survival of ‘tradition’” (Pucherova 110). Lesbian women on the continent 

are considered outcasts since hegemonic African masculinities define a “real” African woman as 

one who is available to satisfy the sexual appetites of heterosexual men (Ratele 124). As such, 

contemporary African lesbian fiction “seeks to not only challenge homophobia in Africa, but to 

redefine the idea of African femininity, the African family, and African society away from 

heteronormativity” (Pucherova 110).  

In Yvonne Fly Onakeme Etaghene’s “Iyawo”, we meet two Nigerian women who are in love, but 

they fail to profess their love in the open since it is illegal to do so. As such, the protagonist leaves 

for the United States of America where she can live more freely as a lesbian. Despite leaving 

Nigeria, she is still haunted by the memory of home and longing for that home underlies her lament 

of Nigeria’s homophobia. She contemplates:  

The soil in Naija is my favorite shade of red, with orange as passionate as the wetness 

between my legs … when there’s wetness between my legs. My country makes me believe 

in love again. In this completely unexpected way that it is so beautiful and profound. The 

way Nigerian people smell gives me hope for the future because that smell is such a strong 

memory from my childhood. That I can still remember that smell inspires me, lets me know 

who I am is in my blood and my blood carries my memories of home, so I am home 

everywhere I go because my blood is always with me. (Etaghene 34) 

The conflation of her passion for the hue of Nigerian soil and the wetness between her legs serves 

to emphasise that she cannot disassociate her lesbian desire from her place of origin. The 

protagonist, who is also the first-person narrator of the story feels the need to identify with Nigeria 
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although the country casts her out as a rebel because of her sexual nonconformity. However, her 

feelings of hope expressed here speak to possibilities of a future when same-sex intimacies will be 

legalised and accepted in Nigeria. This hope becomes very profound in the Nigerian context where 

the Same Sex Marriage Prohibition Act has been in operation since 2014 (Sogunro 632). By 

offering hope for a secure future for same-sex love, the story fits itself into Hawley’s intimation 

that “fictional texts, of course, may enter futures that are still to happen; the imaginary opens up 

spaces yet to be entered – and by intervening into the present, artists may turn out to be prophets 

who see more clearly than the rest of their societies” (“In Transition” 126). The capacity of fiction 

to venture into possible futures is a form of prosthesis in that it enables the recasting of queer 

possibilities that are otherwise rendered intolerable in present-day heteronormative societies.  

In the stories that depict lesbian desire in both Queer Africa 2 and Fairytales, women who are in 

love with other women prove to be victims of the heterosexual gaze in multiple ways. The stories 

reveal that there is a dire need in men to control female sexuality through heterosexual marriage in 

which women’s bodies should serve to satisfy male desire and as vessels for reproduction. In a 

conversation with her lover, Ronke, the protagonist in “Iyawo” reminds her that “[t]here are men 

in the other room who expect us to bear them babies, bare our bodies to them, keep the house, shut 

up and laugh at their jokes […] Obligation is slavery” (Etaghene 37). She continues to argue that 

“I don’t believe in marriage – the institution, the obligation, the compulsory baby-making, the 

bullshit” (Etaghene 38). In such statements, the narrator unpacks the ways in which 

heteropatriarchy strives to exercise control over female sexuality by repudiating lesbianism through 

the promotion of heterosexual marriage, which benefits patriarchy by reproducing its structure of 

power differentials between men and women.  

The yoke of heterosexual marriage also proves to be a burden for the lesbian narrator in Juliet 

Kushaba’s “This Tomorrow was Christmas” where her family refuses to recognise her lover, 
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Nyonyozi, as a possible suitor because she is a woman. The protagonist, Siima, invites Nyonyozi 

to her family home on Christmas Eve and the family becomes disappointed when they realise that 

she did not bring a man who would marry her. The family and the rest of the community expect 

Siima to marry a man who would benefit the family. Kushaba begins the story by bringing to the 

fore the intimidating figure of a pastor and his wife who are represented as disciplinary agents 

serving heteropatriarchy. The opening scene reads:  

I could not help thinking how the Pastor’s wife must have told everybody that cared to listen, 

how the entire story of the Pastor-go-between and me went; how I refused to marry a man 

from one of the most affluent families in the village, how I had denied my widowed mother 

the numerous cows the suitor’s family was willing to give her for my bride wealth and so 

on. And I knew how women’s talk in this village got lifted from home to home as though 

the carriers expected a huge payment after its delivery. (Kushaba 173) 

Here, Siima’s failure to accept marrying a man becomes a condemnable gesture and a perceived 

loss to heteropatriarchy. To evoke Muñoz, the two lesbian lovers have become lost to the 

heterosexual gaze as, through their action, they have relinquished their roles in “the 

heteronormative order” (73). Both the Pastor and the women of the village operate in service of the 

patriarchal authority supervised under the heterosexual gaze to enforce normativity by making sure 

that the protagonists live according to social expectations. It is such enforcement of heterosexual 

norms that deny lesbians their agency and control over their bodies and sexualities and threaten 

their existence in such societies.  

However, the ending of the story is of interest to this analysis in that it demonstrates the possibilities 

of queer agency in the face of such heteropatriarchal constraints. Despite that Nyonyozi is not 

recognised by the society as a possible suitor, Siima still gathers the courage to tell her mother that 

“[…] Nyonyozi and I are married,’ […] ‘We got married two years ago and tomorrow is our 

anniversary.’” (Kushaba 178). The story ends with this revelation and the author does not give the 
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mother a chance to respond to this. The author’s ploy to give voice to Siima’s coming out and deny 

her mother a possible reprimand aims to portray that the decision and final say on whom one loves 

and chooses to be with lies with the subject and third-party opinions must not be tolerated in as far 

as they restrict individual agency. Another interesting feature in the story is that Siima and 

Nyonyozi are to celebrate the anniversary of their lesbian union on Christmas day when Christians 

commemorate the birth of Jesus Christ. Here, Kushaba destabilises the moral egotism in 

Christianity by casting the importance of the birth of a queer union over the birth of a figure of one 

of the impediments to queer agency – Christianity. This becomes one of the story’s central 

challenges to heteronormative authority.  

In her story, “Pub 360”, Kenyan author H.W. Mukami demonstrates the operation of the 

heterosexual gaze through her portrayal of a barman who disapproves of sexual desire between two 

women. The two women, Ashuni and Oluchi, meet in a bar, “Pub 360” which is owned by an 

unnamed woman. They get to talking and the mutual attraction between them is unmistakable. This 

offends the service barman in the pub who “muttered inaudibly under his breath and his brow 

creased. He looked disturbed” (Mukami 239). The disgust in the barman’s attitude is due to his 

disapproval of lesbian affection in public places in Kenya, where the story is set. As a patriarchal 

figure, the barman feels that it is his duty and responsibility to enforce moral correctness and 

discipline the two women despite the subordinate social position that he holds in comparison to the 

women in this interaction. When the lovers eventually “locked their arms and held each other” 

(Mukami 240), the barman erupts in anger: 

‘Ahem, hey!’ The barman said in a voice that suggested he couldn’t take it anymore […] 

His face puffed in pent-up rage and disgust and his eyes hard and cold like a pair of black 

marbles. ‘Whatever it is you pair of black whores are thinking of doing in my bar, you better 

think twice. You can go and perform your free pornography to other clubs but not here, you 

are starting to make my other customers uncomfortable. You are watching too many foreign 
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videos, you shameless copycats. This is Africa; so clear your bills and get your dirty demonic 

selves out of here. (Mukami 240, emphasis mine) 

A few things stand out in the barman’s rants as I have emphasised in the extract above. He makes 

assumptions about the women that point to his ideological preconceptions about lesbianism that 

resonate around heteronormativity. Firstly, he calls the women “a pair of black whores” since they 

operate outside the expectations of his male gaze. As Amanda Lock Swarr remarks, lesbians are 

often persecuted because they “are perceived as both threatening and unavailable by men in their 

communities” (962). The barman’s remark that the two women are performing “free pornography” 

reveals his underlying assumption that same-sex encounters between women ought to be staged 

for the satisfaction of the heterosexual male gaze. In addition, by challenging heterosexuality in 

refusing to service men, the women are regarded by the barman as immoral and he creates for them 

a discourse of shame to delegitimise their agency.  

In mentioning that they are being corrupted by foreign movies, the barman directly presents lesbian 

desire as foreign, and he emphasises this point when he reminds them that “[t]his is Africa” 

(Mukami 240). On this, Livermon crucially points out that the notion that same-sex desire is un-

African means that “black queers cannot exist as part of African cultural practices represented by 

tradition. They can only be some manifestation of cultural loss and ultimately alienation from 

African subjectivity” (17). Such forms of alienation are what make African lesbians in these 

restrictive societies vulnerable to abuse, and the abusers often face no repercussions as they are 

seen to be acting in service of normativity.  

One thing worth noting is the way in which the women in the story challenge heteropatriarchy as 

exercised through the persona of the barman. Upon noticing the abuse, the narrator, who owns the 

bar, steps forward and immediately fires the barman for his actions. She reflects: “[w]ho had done 

wrong? Was it so wrong to feel, to be who you are?” (Mukami 241). Then she concludes by 
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resolving that “[i]t was time to right a wrong, and I had to start somewhere” (Mukami 241). This 

agency for action that she gathers is geared towards the creation of space for queer identities in 

African heteronormative societies. It is vital to notice that her pub only becomes a safe space for 

the lesbian women upon the removal of the barman, which may symbolise the need to get rid of 

patriarchal practices, structures, and systems if we are to create safe spaces for same-sex individuals 

in these punitively normative societies. The story demonstrates how such safe spaces reduce the 

risk of vulnerability and become sites of agency for queer becoming. Interestingly though, the safe 

space in this case can only be created because the woman owns the pub – meaning that she wields 

some monied power in capitalist Kenya. This unfortunate fact brings to mind the fate of other 

lesbian women who may not be as privileged and assertive due to material dispossession. 

Idza L’s “Nine Pieces of Desire” also explores the ways in which patriarchy tries to control 

feminine desire in heteronormative societies. It is a coming-of-age story in which the protagonist, 

Miriam, discovers her sexuality in a traditional Muslim family. From the opening scenes of the 

story, the force of religion and its restrictive yoke on women and sexuality is vividly evident. The 

narrator relates: “Bibi usually tells me that if you do something very wrong, Allah will not hesitate 

to strike you dead” (L 263). The young narrator grows up with this fear and she even remembers 

that her mother is usually “[…] busy with Allah and Prophet Muhammad. Sometimes she keeps 

reading her Quran until the shadows on the wall have disappeared […]” (L 266). The mother’s 

obsession with religion does not only threaten the child, but it also takes away her agency in 

multiple ways to the extent that she fails to voice out her sexual feelings and queer desire.  

The tension and claustrophobia that grip Miriam in the story testify to the observations of Hawley 

in his introduction to Queer Theory in Film and Fiction where he says that “[…] sub-Saharan 

African and Muslim-majority countries are perceived as being the least accepting of gays in the 

world” (“Desiring” 3). The experiences of most characters who are depicted growing up in Muslim 
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families in Diriye Osman’s Fairytales also attest to this assertion. As “Nine Pieces of Desire” 

progresses, the narrator is caught by an Imam13 having sex with another young girl called Grace. 

The Imam, as a custodian of tradition and culture tells on the girls, and the advice that the narrator’s 

grandmother gives her, prompt interesting questions on feminine desire and the control that 

heteropatriarchy exercises on it. She says: 

‘My dear girl, when Allah created humans, he had ten pieces of desire in His hand. He gave 

nine pieces to women and only one piece to men. My mother’s sister, Aunty Khadijah, once 

told me something important about girls. She said there is a certain age in a girl’s life when 

she has to be protected from other girls.  At that age, the company of other girls is dangerous. 

There is a type of madness that moves around in their bodies like blood, and they pass it on 

to each other like a disease’ (L 271) 

The grandmother’s remarks make critical assumptions on the nature of sexual desire in men and 

women. Her words suggest that men’s sexuality is one directional while the desire in women has 

multiple manifestations and must be controlled. The grandmother, as one of the custodians of their 

traditions, clearly understands that the lesbian desire the daughter exhibited is natural, but she states 

that the only excuse for restricting it is the need to conform to the demands of heteronormativity. 

Here, the need to be considered normal under the heterosexual gaze again proves to be a challenge 

to the flourishing of same-sex intimacy in the society in which the protagonist lives as lesbian 

desire is rendered “a disease”.  

Interestingly, the ending of the story seems to suggest that heteronormative society’s obsession 

with normalcy in sexuality and the purported threat that homosexuality poses to mainstream 

cultures is founded on facile grounds. The story ends with reference to an allegorical tale of a rabid 

dog which the narrator introduces earlier on. She relates: 

 
13 A title used to refer to a worship leader of a mosque and Muslim community. 
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[t]here used to be a dog I would play with, a dog Baba had, whenever I would get bored. After 

a while they said it had rabies and that it had to be killed. Baba said that the dog had bitten 

one of the tenants and because of that bite the tenant might die. The dog had to go. (L 270) 

Consequently, the narrator recalls that “[a]fter it was killed, everyone waited for the tenant to die. 

The tenant never died. It seemed that the dog had never had rabies in the first place” (L 271). The 

erroneous killing of the dog due to its perceived threat comes to the young girl’s mind as she 

contemplates on how the people around her strive to tame her lesbian desire for its perceived harm 

to society. The fact that the tenant did not die from the slain dog’s bite reveals that there was no 

need to kill the dog in the first place as it posed no danger. This allegory directly suggests that there 

is no need for mainstream society to curb homoerotic desire since its perceived threat is merely 

imagined, drawn from prejudice, and utmost unfounded.  

As already alluded to, what stands out in the stories is how the lesbian characters try to rise above 

the demands of patriarchy exercised under the watch of the heterosexual gaze. Despite often being 

denied agency in open spaces, the characters exercise relative authority over their sexualities, 

mostly outside the horizons of the restrictive gaze, and make counter normative choices. As the 

protagonist in Etaghene’s “Iyawo” regrets, “[i]f we made this world with our bare hands instead of 

by the accidental destiny of birth, our love, this love between us women, would be sanctified in 

public spaces, temples, in the market, on the dirt roads we were raised on” (35). But in the absence 

of such recognition for same-sex sexuality in the society, she argues that lesbian love can still 

flourish in private spaces where lesbians can “laugh when it’s funny, roll [their] eyes when it’s not, 

fuck [their] best friends in the middle of the night with hard, rough tenderness then go back to 

fathers, lovers, husbands, brothers” (Etaghene 36, emphasis in the original). It goes without 

mentioning that such performances of queerness are still not fully enabling yet often are made 

enabling; they can claim a whole new world or only go so far in demystifying the threat that 

queerness supposedly poses to heterosexuality. As I will demonstrate in subsequent sections of the 
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chapter, open defiance may be one of the most potent ways in which queer subjects can demand 

liveable spaces in heteronormative cultures.  

Perhaps one story that tries to create space for lesbian identities in Queer Africa 2 by demonstrating 

that lesbianism is indigenous to some African cultures is “Chebor’s Light” by Nancy Lindah 

Ilamwenya. In the story, the Kenyan author presents Chebor, a woman, who after being humiliated 

by her community for failing to bear children for her husband, is later married to a fellow woman 

at the insistence of the community. Through the character of Mzee Kimtai, a village elder, 

Ilamwenya explores the existence of same-sex marriages among the Kalenjin tribe of Kenya. The 

omniscient narrator explains that “[t]he idea of a woman marrying another woman exists only in 

folk tales. Very few people, even in the Kalenjin tribe, know of this custom’s existence” 

(Ilamwenya 19). In her analysis of the story, Burger rightly observes that “[by] depicting the 

ancestrally sanctioned marriage of a woman unable to have children to a woman with children, 

Ilamwenya locates same-sex relationships at the centre of an African tradition, rather than at odds 

with it” (173).  

However, I should point out that despite the existence of this custom, it is the purpose of Chebor’s 

marriage to the other woman in the story that is questionable as the union still seems to profit the 

demands of patriarchy. Mzee Kimtai speaks to Chebor: 

‘Mama, you know that our ancestors made provision for women who are consigned to this 

ill fate.’ […] ‘You have been aggrieved for the longest time, and we have found a solution 

for you in our esteemed traditions,’ […] ‘Chebet, Chiri’s widow, needs help, her husband’s 

death relegated her to intense misery, even plunging her into erratic episodes of madness. 

She is only eighteen and does not know what to do with her wealth, let alone her children.’ 

(Ilamwenya 18, emphasis mine) 

The older man’s reasons for giving Chebor a chance to marry another woman do not necessarily 

border on the recognition of her lesbian desire (supposing she has any). It is only a requirement she 
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is supposed to fulfil so as to alleviate her “ill fate” of not being able to give children to her husband, 

who divorces her. Chebet, Chebor’s partner to be, has been portrayed as a miserable woman 

because she has no husband to support her. The events in the story point to the elevation of 

heteropatriarchy and relegate women to the position of tools who must service patriarchal 

structures in society.  

Same-sex relationships among women in the Kalenjin tribe as represented in the story, cannot 

necessarily be conceived as lesbian in nature. This is evident in the narrator’s suggestion in the 

final paragraph of the story when she says, “[m]aybe [Chebor] will find Chebet a nice, young man, 

for those cold nights. And maybe they will even get more children into their household” 

(Ilamwenya 20). This ending discloses that although the two women live together, their marriage 

is simply a union through which they can perpetuate the needs of heteropatriarchy in sustaining the 

family structure and devising ways for sexual reproduction and raising children. Nevertheless, the 

recognition that women can live together with other women in a family set-up is a beam of hope, 

understanding that same-sex relationships are illegal in Kenya, the setting of the story. In all the 

stories that depict lesbian desire in Queer Africa 2, the heterosexual gaze, as a mode of control, has 

been seen to be one of the main forces behind the marginalization of lesbianism in punitive 

heteronormative societies in sub-Saharan Africa.  

Gay Bashing14 and the Invisibility of Queer Men in African “Straight Spaces” 

While with lesbianism the heterosexual gaze often strives to control women’s sexuality by 

promoting heterosexual marriage and pathologizing same-sex desire, when it comes to male 

homosexuality, it is often the masculinity of gay men that is questioned by the heteronormative 

 
14 Peter M. Nardi and Ralph Bolton define gay bashing as “violence, threats of physical harm, verbal abuse, and 

other types of aggression directed against individuals because of their sexual orientation.” (349) 
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culture. Most of the short stories that explore lives of gay15 characters in Queer Africa 2 and 

Fairytales reveal that gay bashing is one of the main ways through which homosexual subjects are 

dehumanised in order to deny them space in mainstream culture. In these stories, gay bashing often 

starts with verbal abuse before it turns into physical violence. Straight characters taunt their gay 

counterparts by calling them names that connote aspects of uncleanliness, effeminateness, and 

weirdness, to relegate them into invisible cocoons of shame. As such, gay bashing has been exposed 

as one of the effective ways through which heteronormative societies take away agency from 

homosexual men.  

Robert Morrel contends that hegemonic masculinity, which is often identified with heterosexual 

middleclass men, is not only responsible for the oppression of women but also for the subordination 

and silencing of other masculinities (“Of Boys and Men” 608). He further argues that among the 

defining features of this form of masculinity are misogyny, compulsory heterosexuality, and 

homophobia (Morrel, “Of Boys and Men” 608). This entails that the masculinities of gay men are 

considered inferior under hegemonic masculinity and such conceptions of inferiority justify the 

victimisation of sexual minorities through social practices like gay bashing so as to legitimatise the 

subordinate place held by these masculinities.  

Ratele notices that it is very difficult to define and perform hegemonic African masculinity since 

such masculinities are already undermined by power differentials bordering on racism and 

capitalism, for example (117). He argues that it is in this way that homophobia and other forms of 

gender-based violence have their “‘uses’ in Africa as a kind of explanation (or better still, 

displacement) of the impossibility of attaining and maintaining traditionally hegemonic African 

masculinity. The ‘homosexual’ then, is what a real African man is not, and a defining characteristic 

 
15 In this section, I mostly employ the word “gay” in reference to male homosexuality and homosexual men.  
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of the dominant male position is violence” (Ratele 117, emphasis in the original). The violence that 

heterosexual men perpetrate on their homosexual counterparts stems from the need to demonstrate 

the purported power that their hegemonic masculinity affords them. And since hegemonic 

masculinity is always threatened by the existence of other different forms of masculinity that 

constantly challenge its representations (Morrel, “Of Boys and Men” 608), its insecurities lead to 

both verbal and physical violence against homosexual men in heteronormative African societies 

and cultures.  

In Amatesiro Dore’s “The Day He Came”, the protagonist, Larry, struggles with feelings of 

insecurity about his masculinity as he believes his effeminate features give him away as gay. 

Growing up in a Christian home where the father is a well-known pastor and his mother a gospel 

musician (Dore 48), renaming himself from Peter to Larry (at least among his peers) becomes one 

of the ways the protagonist resorts to in his attempt to rid himself of the pressure of religious 

expectations bestowed upon him by his parents. In the home, Larry is persistently compared to his 

twin brother, Paul, who is celebrated by the father as “the real man”. The feeling that he is not 

masculine enough becomes compulsive and he does not want anyone to remind him of what he 

regards as his lack. When a friend, Michael, calls him “pretty”, Larry challenges him vehemently:  

I told him my mind: I understand if the composition of my facial features and the lightness 

of my skin appear more attractive than an average guy. But as a man, a full-bloodied African 

man, I object to and take offence at every attempt to abrogate my manhood and circumscribe 

my sexuality. (Dore 49, emphasis mine) 

As highlighted above, his insecurity borders on the fear that he is not “man enough” as per the 

requirements of heteronormative African ideals of masculinity. Larry fails to measure up to the 

standard of how “putative ‘real men’ should behave as a cultural ideal” (Morrel, “Of Boys and 

Men” 608). Due to this fear, he keeps his sexuality secret for the most part of the story. One of the 

reasons for staying in the closet is that, since his secondary school days, Michael verbally abuses 
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him for his femininity, and he fails to muster enough agency to come out as gay. Among other 

things, Michael calls him “Laura” instead of Larry as a way of reminding him that he was not man 

enough (Dore 53). 

Halfway through the narrative, the author switches the point of view from first person to second 

person, perhaps to make the reader identify with the experiences of the narrator by using “you” as 

a point of reference. Kwame Dawes observes that through such a narrative style, the narrator may 

also be in constant dialogue with his useful id or alter ego (x). It is here where Larry shares the pain 

of gay bashing by recalling his experience growing up in a homophobic environment. He recounts: 

“[h]ow you hated secondary school and felt suicidal because of his name-calling, the feminine 

pronouns he designated for you and how he treated you like a girl. Once he bought you a sanitary 

pad for Valentine Day and on your last birthday of secondary school, female condoms” (Dore 53). 

These memories come to Larry’s mind upon realising that his abuser had always been gay despite 

doing this to him. The pejorative feminine slurs that Michael uttered are one of heteropatriarchal 

culture’s ways of discriminating against homosexuals and they also reveal his ambivalent attitude 

towards his own repressed homosexuality. Michael thinks that by appearing to be anti-gay, his 

homosexual desire would be concealed, and he will remain invisible to the controlling heterosexual 

gaze. In this way, he does not only take away the agency of Larry, but his own as well.  

As Theo Van Der Meer remarks, perpetrators of anti-gay violence are often juveniles who believe 

that they are acting on behalf of society (156). While in some situations gay bashing begins as 

teenage teasing and as a rite of passage, the consequences are often dire on the targeted group (Van 

Der Meer 156). Also set in Nigeria, Olakunle Ologunro’s “Pampers” exposes how language of hate 

becomes a justification for homophobia and consequently leads to the systematic dehumanisation 

of homosexual men in society. In the story, the protagonist, like Larry in “The Day He Came”, fails 

to come out as gay during his secondary school days for fear of being called names like “ndintu – 
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ass bursters” (Ologunro 273). The teenagers in the school even make up stories about the evils of 

homosexuality and such tales are told with disgust to emphasise their prejudice. The second-person 

narrator recalls: 

[t]he boys, Odika leading the pack, told the story that a gay man, a fucking faggot, had gone 

to have sex in a hotel with another fellow fag, and when they finished, the fags intestines 

spilled out through his yansh, and the other fag has to rush and get Pampers for him to wear 

so his intestines wouldn’t drop to the floor. The word ‘fag’ hung in the air long after the 

boys were done with their story, and their words – ‘How on Earth can a man choose to find 

love in another man?’ – haunted you. (Ologunro 274) 

Living in Nigeria where there is either silence about homoeroticism or overt hatred of the same, 

the protagonist finds himself hiding his sexual desire, afraid of the other boys who act as 

disciplinary agents enforcing heteronormativity. The schoolboys’ homophobia was further justified 

by their Science teacher, Mr. Orji, who professed that “[…] it was God who created the Earth and 

everything in it. […] Except homosexuals, though. They evolved from the apes God created, hence 

their disgusting lifestyle” (Ologunro 274). The teacher, as a figure of authority, explicitly 

dehumanises homosexuals by falsely appealing to religious authority. Through such 

misconceptions, homosexuality is systematically relegated to the margins of the human and gay 

men remain hidden in vulnerable spaces.  

In the end though, the protagonist comes to a realisation that the gay bashing that created so much 

fear in him was nothing but prejudice and that gay men did not need to wear Pampers after sexual 

intercourse. The final paragraph of the story captures this moment of realisation that the protagonist 

has after his first sexual encounter: 

Nouhoum slid out of you, took off the condom, and you felt strangely bereft, as if someone 

had sunk the boat you were sailing on to escape from a dark room to paradise. […] You 

wanted him to take you on the boat again, to row and row until you arrived in paradise. He 

traced the curve of your lips with his hands and said, teasing, ‘So …?’ A spontaneous sound 
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burst from you, and he waited, amused, for your laughter to quieten. ‘Do we still need Pampers 

for you?’ he asked. (Ologunro 279) 

The ending of the story at once presents the protagonist’s discovery of the lies he had been told 

about homosexuality as a leap from “a dark room to paradise” (which is also a reflection of the 

sexual pleasure that he experiences for the first time) while at the same time casting the prejudices 

as ridiculous and worth of laughter in their pettiness. In portraying the sex act to demystify the 

stereotype, Ologunro’s story functions as a prosthetic tool by bringing to the public eye an act that 

cannot be easily displayed in real life.  

In his analysis of Osman’s Fairytales, Asuncion Aragon argues that “in most societies verbal abuse, 

intimidation, and harassment are constant in the daily lives of LGBT people who suffer abuse from 

the state, strangers, acquaintances and even family” (127). As already hinted at, these forms of 

abuse are efforts towards queer silencing in heteronormative societies. In “Shoga”, Osman’s 

narrator first experiences abuse from his immediate family. His grandmother disapproves of his 

effeminate mannerisms and tells him that “[w]aryaa, if you grow up to be gay, walaahi I will do 

saar” (Fairytales 33). The narrator explains that “Saar was a brand of Somali exorcism. Those 

‘possessed’ – which was code for the mentally unstable – were put through their paces” (Fairytales 

33). The association of same-sex desire with mental illness runs through most of the stories in 

Fairytales. The fact that Osman himself is a gay man who survived a psychotic disorder (Osman, 

“How Mental Illness”) makes most of these stories read as semi-autobiographical testimonies of 

living as queer, Muslim, and African, something that has similarly been observed by other scholars 

(see for example Aragon (2018), Lombardi (2018), and Binternagel (2018)).  

Osman’s semi-autobiographical renditions in some of the stories in Fairytales demonstrate the role 

of literary fiction as prosthesis in that by blending his real-life experiences within fictive 

imaginaries, he is able to extend such experiences by not only telling what is/was, but also what 
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could be. Writing fiction enables him to capitalise on his lived experiences to narrate the plight of 

other queer people in heteronormative societies by detaching the experience from himself to his 

characters with whom other gay people can identify. In this way, Osman solicits empathy, not only 

for himself, but for queer people in general who may be facing similar challenges in different 

places.  

Commenting on the history of experimentation in South African autobiographical novels and 

fictional autobiographies, Gabeba Baderoon notices that the blurring of borders between 

autobiography and fiction “confront the vulnerability of autobiography to claims of distortion, 

lying, and misinterpretation, and use the very imprecision, fragility, and blurred edges of self-

writing to potent effect to create new forms of subjectivity and political belonging” (898). In the 

case of Osman, the fact that his stories are published as fiction while containing autobiographical 

facts leaves them open to interpretation beyond the analytical limits that come with the 

identification of the author’s life with the text in autobiographical studies.  

The verbal abuse and name calling identified in these stories does not only affect homosexual men, 

but also lesbian women, who in Somali society are called “Khaniis” (Fairytales 41). One of the 

most detrimental effects of gay bashing is that it leads to the invisibility of queer people from what 

are regarded as “straight spaces” in heteronormative societies. The short stories demonstrate that, 

for fear of abuse, queer people either become completely silenced or create alternative spaces 

where they can perform their queerness. In the story “Tell the Sun not to Shine”, Osman details the 

challenges of coming out in patriarchal and heteronormative Muslim communities. The story’s 

narrator is in love with Labaan, an Imam at their mosque, but they keep their relationship secret 

for fear of societal apprehension. He recalls what usually happened after a night of intimacy with 

Labaan:  
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[t]he next day we’d play football with the neighbourhood kids. Labaan kept passing me the 

ball. Every time he did this, he smiled a gold-toothed smile that said, ‘Nothing happened.’ 

He was trying to dodge a life of complications. But at night he would place his hands, lips, 

tongue, inside my world of complications. We would catch strokes until it was time for 

morning prayers. And then we would go about our day wondering if the previous night even 

happened. (Fairytales 10) 

The narrator recognises that his relationship with Labaan is complicated due to its secrecy and what 

coming out would entail. To make matters worse, the narrator was disowned by his parents upon 

coming out and Labaan was married to a woman. The complications that entangle this relationship 

are reflected in the title of the story in that it seems to suggest that mainstream society’s drive to 

keep its queer people in hiding is as impractical and implausible as telling the sun not to shine. It 

is always difficult to curb the workings of nature.  

It is vital to mention that most of the stories in Fairytales focus on the experiences of the 

protagonists as children and/or adolescents growing up in heteropatriarchal cultures where 

queerness is absent in socio-cultural discourses. Commenting on this, Bernie Lombardi points out 

that “[i]n twenty-first century African writing, the proliferation of queer childhood, as a common 

trope, increasingly demands re-imaginations of belonging beyond the nation without rejecting 

African geography as its locus” (688). He goes further to argue that such renditions are efforts by 

queer African writers in disrupting African ontologies as queer childhoods disrupt social consensus 

on normative futures (Lombardi 688). To add to Lombardi’s observation that portrayals of queer 

childhoods open possibilities for queer futures, such depictions also serve as motifs in identifying 

the roots of homophobia in African societies by exposing the absence of queerness in social 

discourses, including school curriculums, which lead to prejudice and gay bashing, among other 

things.  
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The tendency for closeted gay men seeking comfort in heterosexual marriages is not unique to 

Osman’s “Tell the Sun not to Shine”. It is a recurring trope in stories from the two collections 

where we find homosexual men becoming invisible by abiding by the dictates of heteronormative 

societies under the heterosexual gaze. Set in Mombasa, Kenya, Wilfred Jean-Louis’ “Maimuna 

doesn’t Know” explores a similar experience where we find the protagonist, Idris, in love with 

Salim, who is married to a woman. Idris feels betrayed by his lover and complains that, “[a] year 

later and I still can’t grasp the idea of being his second, when in fact he met me before her. It is 

degrading being downgraded from first to economy class” (Jean-Louis 147, emphasis mine). Idris’ 

complaint reflects how the system of compulsory heterosexuality leads to queer invisibility in these 

societies. His being downgraded from first to economy class symbolises the elevation of 

heterosexuality over homosexual desire represented in the actions of Salim. By relaying Salim’s 

misdemeanour in a joke, the author, through the character of Idris, makes use of the power in the 

subtlety of humour in bringing to light serious matters that demand social attention.  

When he shares his disappointment with his gay friend Abu, the only thing he is told is to “[b]e 

thankful [that] that woman doesn’t know [he] exist[s]” to which Idris answers “I know. Maimuna 

doesn’t know I exist” and then sighs (Jean-Louis 148). This conversation recalls the already 

highlighted sentiments of Muñoz on queerness, loss, and (in)visibility. Idris’ acceptance of his 

invisibility to Maimuna, who is Salim’s wife, (and by extension to the heterosexual gaze) entails 

that he accepts his queerness, which has rendered him “lost to a world of heterosexual imperatives, 

codes, and laws” (Muñoz 73). But at the same time, his invisibility is a loss to queerness, since by 

“veer[ing] away from heterosexuality’s path” (Muñoz 73), his sexuality still remains at the margins 

and plays second fiddle to heterosexuality as the vulnerable other. However, the fact that Idris 

continues to go out with Salim despite such challenges also ironically presents the marginalisation 

of queerness in heteronormative cultures as a loss to heteronormativity since queers can always 
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“veer away from heterosexuality’s path” (Muñoz 73) and continue to live their lives and perform 

their queerness.  

The behaviour of other customers in the coffee house where Idris and Abu sit to discuss their 

experiences is something of interest to this analysis. Both the men and the women in the room seem 

to be keen to eavesdrop on the two men’s conversation as they already suspect they may be gay, 

from their mannerisms (Jean-Louis 149). When Idris jokingly admires the “good bulge” of a man 

he recently met, an old man who has been listening to their conversation all along stands up and 

tells them that “[i]t’s haram to look at somebody else’s down-there in public” (Jean-Louis 151). 

The old man’s specific concern with the “public” directly acknowledges the existence of 

homosexual men in private spaces in the country and reveals that such intimacies and desires are 

only abhorred when acted out in public, thus accepting the deliberate tendency in heterosexual 

cultures to keep homoeroticism invisible, but paradoxically, to tolerate it when it is kept from the 

public eye. This shifting boundary between public taboo and private existence is very much the 

subject of this story in an Islamic setting.  

Since, by subjecting and controlling sexuality under the heterosexual gaze, heteropatriarchy finds 

ways of taking away agency and erasing queerness from normative societies, queer subjects find 

alternative means of creating secure spaces for the performance of queerness in such disabling 

environments. Places like gay pubs, bathhouses, and online dating sites constitute some of those 

spaces. Unfortunately, these spaces still exist on the outskirts of mainstream societies and cultures, 

which raises questions as to their effectiveness in affording queer agency. Furthermore, in most of 

the countries where these stories are set, and from which the authors come, gay friendly 

establishments are banned under law and one risks arrest to run or be found in such places. This 

entails that same-sex sexuality friendly spaces in, for example, Nigeria, Uganda, Malawi, and 

Kenya, harbour the risk of vulnerability and harm. Nevertheless, their continued existence in these 
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countries in some of the short stories demonstrates that public diminution of queer agency through 

state-sanctioned controls fails to fully curtail queerness as secrecy equally proves to be an agentic 

tool in queer performance.  

Despite this vulnerability, some queer subjects in these places have the option of resorting to 

“cruising” as queer performance and means to sexual encounter. As defined by Pierre-Alexandre 

Mateos et al. in “Cruising Pavilion – Venice”, “[c]ruising usually describes the quest for sexual 

encounters between homosexual men in public spaces, but it cannot be reduced to neither men nor 

homos. This sexual practice generally takes place in public situations like parks, toilets, parking 

lots, or in dedicated establishments like bathhouses and sex clubs” (Mateos et al). With 

advancements in technology, social media platforms, like dating sites, have become avenues for 

cruising as I later explore in my analysis of Osman’s “The Other (Wo)man”. Through its defiance, 

casualness and unorthodoxy, cruising becomes one of the ways through which homosexual men 

and lesbian women overtly challenge heteronormative societies’ denial for legitimate spaces for 

queer performance.  

Victor Lewis’ “My Dad forgot My Name?” taps into the experience of cruising in a rather 

perplexing manner. The protagonist, Alieu, meets with his father at a gay sex spa, and later ends 

up having sex with him. One thing to note in the story is how the protagonist-narrator questions 

the effectiveness of cruising spaces in granting agency and creating safe spaces for same-sex 

desiring individuals. He cogitates: 

[a]nyhow, so called ‘gay friendly’ establishments always make me slightly uncomfortable 

as I am made to feel that I have to behave in a certain way, as if my custom is merely 

tolerated, which to my mind defeats the intention. Maybe it’s just me. The other extreme, 

with a large void in between, is the spa: ready sex, men walking around half naked – and 

some stark bollock-naked, carrying deep denial around with them like crosses; staunchly, 
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and braced for sex with multiple strangers and then washing it all away till next time when 

the desire gets too strong. (Lewis 285) 

His perception of these spaces unveils the stigma that pushes homosexual people away from 

mainstream society to create places of ephemeral pleasure as if they are not legitimate members of 

those human societies. He casts doubt on the freedom enjoyed by patrons of these places as he sees 

them as people “carrying deep denial around with them like crosses” (Lewis 285). The narrator 

denounces such spaces of ephemera as facile in their enabling effects and his denunciation 

effectively calls for the integration of queer subjects and queer pleasures into the mainstream as a 

way of giving agency to queer identities.  

In her reading of the story, Burger points out that portraying incest sex between the father and the 

son at the spa is a deliberate strategy employed by the Sierra Leonese writer aimed at challenging 

the moral preconceptions of his readers (172). Incest is vilified as much as homosexuality in many 

cultures and bringing the two practices together as it were becomes an act of deliberate defiance to 

the custodians of cultures on the limits of their prohibitions. The succumbing of the father (as a 

patriarchal figure) to homosexual desire with his son, points to the contradictions that characterise 

patriarchy as a normative force. As a force, patriarchy is enforced by, and is dependent on, other 

forces that it ironically also shapes. It sets forth values and norms that also regulate its operation in 

society. As such, patriarchy falls victim to itself in that it fails to rid itself of its own oppressive 

yoke.  

While some characters in the stories seek to create alternative spaces in their normative societies 

in countering their invisibility as queer subjects, other characters choose more radical ways of 

dealing with the problem. In both anthologies, we find characters who resort to migrating from 

their oppressive countries to live beyond their borders in states where same-sex intimacy is not 

criminalised by law. As Rachael A. Lewis and Nancy A. Naples observe, this has become a 
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recurrent theme within queer migration scholarship and there is an underlying assumption that such 

migrations “create a more liberal environment for sexual expression” (913). The next section 

assesses the implications, challenges, and effectiveness of such border crossings in different 

characters as they mostly appear in Fairytales and, partly, in Queer Africa 2. 

Queer Border-Crossings and the Realities of Exile 

I am “other”; it is such 

an indistinguishable form, beyond the construct of the proper self. 

[…] 

I don’t know how to fit, adjust myself within new boundaries –  

nomads like me, have no place as home, no way of belonging. 

                             (Mahtem Shiferraw) 

In his article, “Watering Imagination: Childhood and the Spaces of African Queerness”, Lombardi 

recognises the recurrence of exile as a theme in the lives and stories of African queer writers and 

characters. He argues that “by using exile as the site of queer self-fulfilment”, contemporary 

African writers dissociate the continent from queerness (Lombardi 691). A crucial point to 

articulate in Lombardi’s observation is that the dissociation of Africa from queerness that these 

writers and the characters they create engage in is in no way voluntary. As already stipulated by 

Lewis and Naples (2014), among others, these queer subjects are forced to leave Africa behind – 

both physically and psychologically – for hopes of better lives in diaspora where their existence 

would not be threatened based on their gender and sexual nonconformity. In most of these stories, 

Africa south of the Sahara is vividly painted as a hostile place for the expression of queerness and 

the West seems to be a haven for queer Africans.  
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Most of the stories from the two collections that have been set in countries where same-sex 

intimacy is illegal depict characters who express their will to leave Africa for the West to live freely 

as queer. For instance, Jennifer Shinta Ayebazibwe’s “Perilous Love” presents Tiba, a lesbian 

woman who wishes to migrate with her German lover, Ilsa, since Uganda is not a safe place to live 

for queer people. She cites the law as the greatest impediment on gay rights in the country. She 

tells Ilsa that “[i]t’s dangerous” to be lesbian lovers in Uganda (Ayebazibwe 143). Being a foreigner 

in the country, Ilsa seems to be defiant and she asks, “[w]hat’s the worst that can happen?” only to 

be met by Tiba’s defeating answer, “[j]ail time, up to fourteen years” (Ayebazibwe 144). Here, the 

author deliberately juxtaposes the two women – Tiba from Uganda and Ilsa from Germany – to 

demonstrate the chasm that is there between their two places of origin in the comprehension of 

human rights16. Tiba’s fear of vulnerability and Ilsa’s innocence respectively reveal the danger and 

freedom that queer people are subjected to in the two geographical locations of their origin. The 

title of the story itself, “Perilous Love”, highlights the dangers of queer love in Uganda, which 

forces most queer subjects to leave the country for better lives in exile.  

Kenyan writer Alexander Opicho also expresses the need to migrate to the West in some African 

queer subjects in his short story, “Stowaways”. The lesbian protagonist in the story, Chepkemoi, 

faces discrimination from her immediate community because “[she] had all the features of a boy. 

Four of her fingers were equal in length. Her forehead looked exaggerated. It was only the thing 

between her legs that confirmed that […] [she] was a girl” (Opicho 182). From the description of 

the events of her birth, Chepkemoi might have been intersex,17 but her family rushes to socialise 

her into feminine gender roles because she has a vagina. Her failure to align her perceived gender 

 
16 A recent example of state brutality on the queer community in Uganda is evidenced in the arrests of 120 patrons at 

a gay friendly bar in Kampala in November 2019. Follow this link for the full story: 

https://www.voanews.com/africa/uganda-police-confirm-arrest-120-lgbt-people 
17 According to Milton Diamond, an intersex person is generally defined as one “whose biology includes an 

identifiable mixture of male and female characteristics, regardless of the appearance of the genitalia at birth” (v). 
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identity with her sexual orientation directly critiques social systems of gender classification that 

fail to acknowledge gender as simply a “performative act” (Butler, Gender Trouble 520). 

As the story progresses, Chepkemoi falls in love with a girl called Rispa. Although the 

representation of the love affair in the story is superficial in that the writer fails to properly capture 

moments of intimacy, what is interesting is the tension that this love affair creates between the two 

lovers and their immediate environment. The emotive scene in the final paragraph of the story 

presented in the extract below captures its central message, which is about the dangers of being 

queer in punitive and heteronormative African countries: 

[Rispa] instructs Chepkemoi not to share with anyone about their relationship. ‘We have to 

keep it secret.’ Chepkemoi is surprised. But Rispa tells her that they can be arrested and 

taken to prison if they are found. Chepkemoi is also surprised to learn that in Uganda the 

president has allowed lesbians to be burned in public. […] ‘Don’t worry,’ Rispa tells her. 

We will hatch a plan to stow ourselves away to Europe or America. There people in same-

sex relationships are tolerated. And there we will be married.’ (Opicho 193, emphasis mine) 

The only hope of living freely as queer that Rispa can fathom is in stowing away to the West which 

harbours promises of freedom. One thing that she fails to decipher is that the fact that same-sex 

relationships are “tolerated” in the West does not entail the absence of vulnerability in these spaces. 

There is need for more liberal societies to move beyond simply tolerating queer people to accepting 

them within their folds and acknowledging the expression of difference as normal. 

Reading the stories in the two anthologies, it is crucial to notice that queer characters who fantasise 

the West as a safe place are mostly those who are still living in Africa and have not migrated yet. 

Some characters who are more informed about the experiences in other parts of the world usually 

express their ambivalence with the idea of crossing borders for safety. In her memories, Etaghene’s 

protagonist in “Iyawo” paints a picture of queer vulnerabilities that transcend the borders of 

punitively heteronormative African countries. She considers: 
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Between our kisses I think of Sizakhale Sigasa and Salome Masooa found shot to death in 

Soweto. […] They were South African lesbian activists. That moment before my lips reach 

her neck, I think of Sakia Gunn stabbed in her heart at age fifteen, fifteen days before her 

sixteenth birthday in Newark, New Jersey. Before I get lost in her curves, I remember 

Rashawn Brazell, his dismembered body parts found on subway tracks in Brooklyn, New 

York. For being gay. (Etaghene 38) 

Her recount of the random attacks on queer people across the world emphasises that exile may not 

be as rosy as some African queer subjects may think. The risk of vulnerability persists beyond 

African borders, albeit mitigated by state policies in countries where homophobia is criminalised 

by law.  

In “Pyrrhic Victory”, Ola Osaze capitalises on the power of figurative language to explore the 

challenges that queer Africans face in liberal Western countries. The story details the experiences 

of two queer youths: Ade, a Nigerian immigrant in the United States of America (USA), and Brent, 

her white middleclass American friend. Upon being disowned by their families for their 

nonnormative gender identities, the two engage in illegal activities, including production of fake 

money which they use to purchase different amenities to make ends meet. In outstanding creative 

fashion, Osaze uses the subplot in the story, where we find the two characters experimenting with 

fake money, to strike home the thematic message of the main plot, which questions the legitimacy 

and authenticity of queer identities in the eyes of heteronormative societies. The subplot functions 

as an allegory of the main plot in that it reflects on the possibilities of passing and being granted 

legitimacy in societies where queerness is considered a part of “marked identities” (Mitchell and 

Snyder ix).  

When the two queer characters come together in their masquerade as con artists, Ade constantly 

expresses her doubts about their chances of getting away with the crime. She confesses her concern 

by asking Brent, “[c]an we really get away with this?” (Osaze 246). Interestingly, Brent always 
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assures her that they would succeed. However, Ade is not that naïve as she realises the privilege 

that Brent has for being white and middleclass and the disadvantages that she herself has for being 

black and foreign in America. She tells Brent that when using the fake money to buy things people 

“[…] may not double-check authenticity for you,” (Osaze 246, emphasis in the original) but they 

would surely do for her since she presents as different, firstly by the colour of her skin. Her fear of 

being caught using the fake money also directly reflects the fear that she has of presenting as gender 

queer and she is constantly worried about her body and its reception by society. The story suggests 

that part of the stigma foisted on queer identities stems from heteronormative culture’s assumption 

that queerness amounts to a form of stealth in its unconventionality.  

The ending of the story vindicates Ade’s conviction that it is easier for queer white people to get 

away with their “unconventional” identities in the West than it is for queer African migrants. 

Throughout the story, Brent leads the way in their stealth, and he uses the fake money to pay for 

different things without being caught. However, Ade is caught in the act the very first time that she 

tries to do the same. When she approaches a shop counter to pay, a “stout black woman” on service 

discovers her deception:  

‘What’s this?’ She looked at me, waving the $50 in the air. ‘You trying to pay with fake 

money?’ […] A tired looking security guard perked to attention and came over from his spot 

by the entrance. ‘Are you?’ the woman persisted, bolder now with the security guard by her 

side. […] ‘Let me see that,’ the security guard snatched the note from her hand and peered at 

it then he tossed it back at me. ‘That’s fake!’ He regarded me for a moment then his eyes 

shifted to Brent. By then it was clear that Brent and I were the same party, despite his sudden 

obsession with the magazine rack. (Osaze 259-260) 

Drawing from how Osaze advances the two plotlines in the story, the questions on stealth and 

authenticity that the saleswoman and the guard ask the protagonist in the above extract interrogate 

both the currency she is trying to use and her gender identity that she tries to keep unnoticed for 
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fear of social stigma. The ending of the story confirms that black queers in the West face specific 

challenges that are not encountered by their white counterparts. Upon being caught, Ade decides 

to end her friendship with Brent as she recognises the differences that they have outside their 

queerness. She says: “[t]hen I looked at Brent, white as a sheet, trembling beside me and saw the 

deluded white boy for what he was.” […] I crossed the street, staring boldly as the night unfurled 

before me” (Osaze 261). The darkness that she sees unfolding before her symbolises the challenges 

she realises she would have the encounter for not only being queer, but also black and African in 

America.  

The experiences of African queer characters in exile have been extensively explored in several 

stories in Diriye Osman’s Fairytales. Reading the book, Aragon contends that Osman’s diasporic 

queer characters 

[…] experience isolation and exile in many different ways. Specifically, they are geographically 

exiled from their Somali culture; simultaneously, they are emotionally isolated from their 

community for being homosexual and end up being exiled in their own minds as a result of the 

social stigma and psychological stress they suffered. (130) 

The multiple experiences of exile that we encounter in these characters is one of the ploys that the 

author adopts in communicating the complexity of the struggles that queer subjects face due to the 

dehumanisation levelled against them in heteronormative cultures. Commenting on the collection, 

Osman advises that the book is “about blurring invisible borderlines that restrict human freedom 

in multiple ways” (“No Longer Silent”). As such, we discover that not only do Osman’s characters 

cross geographical borders in search of freedom, they also cross multiple borders of normativity in 

gender identity, sexuality, and performances of queerness. This accounts for the different forms of 

exile that they attempt to negotiate in the stories.  
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In most of the short stories in the collection, Osman’s queer characters’ border-crossings and 

transgressions attest to Vera Kutzinski’s sentiments on how crossing imaginary boundaries can 

deconstruct facile societal constructions of normativity that limit people’s opportunities and 

agency. She argues: 

[t]he way to rescind borders, is of course to cross them and, in doing so, blur them, make 

them permeable, open for traffic from all directions, and, as a result, realise that they have 

in fact been open all along, crossed by illegal traffic of all kinds – in short, that differences 

of the kind that do not settle down into binaries have already proliferated in our own 

backyards. (Kutzinski 555) 

Through his creative investment, Osman demonstrates the impact that these border-crossings 

blurring lines of normativity have on queer Africans. One character who stands out as a border-

crosser is the protagonist in “Pavilion”. Her actions in the story reflect the title, which connotes 

notions of instability, versatility, and flexibility that also relate to gender as performative. She is a 

transgender Somali migrant narrating the story from England where she works as a nurse in a 

psychiatric ward. The story details the vulnerability she is exposed to for crossing two borders – a 

continental boundary and a gender boundary. She faces abuse for being foreign and for being 

transgender. The story reveals that transgender Africans who cross the geographical border for 

safer spaces still face transphobia for the discrimination is mostly targeted towards their bodies that 

transgress the borders of heteronormativity.  

Osman’s unnamed protagonist first notices transphobic tendencies in her workmate, Zipporah. She 

observes that “[Zipporah] didn’t like [her]. She disliked the idea of a man wearing stockings to 

work. She disliked [her] weave, acrylic nails and ‘ostentatious spirit’” (Fairytales 60). Her 

vulnerability is further intensified when she faces abuse from the patients in the hospital who think 

that, by being transgender, she is the one with a mental problem. On one instance, one of the 

patients who refuses her assistance shouts at her: “[d]in’t you hear me you fucking fag? You are 
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the one who belongs in here. Not us! You look like a crazy bitch!” (Fairytales 61, emphasis in the 

original). The association of transgender identity with mental illness has for a long time been at the 

axis of transphobia, even within the queer community (Stryker 2). Stryker further argues that the 

distaste for transgender bodies is mostly because such bodies disrupt and denaturalises the 

presumed alignment of gender identity, embodiment, and sexuality (3). In the end though, the 

protagonist manages to muster enough agency and threatens to sue the patients and her workmates 

for abuse. The assailants realise their mistake and atone for their transgressions, an act that creates 

a safer working environment for the transgender character.  

In “The Other (Wo)man”, Osman presents the reader with a cross-dressing Somali migrant, Yassin, 

on a quest to define his place in both mainstream society and in the queer community in London. 

At the centre of the story is the concept of freedom – the freedom that transgender people and drag 

performers possess in being able to traverse the normative gender binary and other forms of social 

dictates on embodiment. Osman foregrounds this at the very beginning of the story when he quotes 

Jean Paul Sartre who states that “freedom is what you do with what has been done to you” 

(Fairytales 119). Halberstam recognises the experimental capacity and flexibility to cross 

normative borders central to transgender identity and opines that “[t]ransgenderism has never been 

a new identity among many others competing for space under the rainbow umbrella. Rather, it 

constitutes radically new knowledge about the experience of being in a body and can be the basis 

for very different ways of seeing the world” (“Telling Tales” 87).  

The possibility to permeate normative borders in multiple ways is what makes transgender bodies 

threatening, especially in traditional African societies where gender deviance is vilified. This is 

because, as Halberstam observes, gender variance disrupts the flow of powers presumed by 

patriarchy in relations between men and women (Female Masculinity 17). A person who does not 

conform to heteronormative dictates of gender and sexuality is regarded as a threat to patriarchal 
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authority as they cannot be controlled since they refute their purported docility. Knowing this, 

queer subjects choose to migrate from punitive patriarchal societies in efforts to attain relative 

freedom in enabling environments. As the narrator relates of Yassin:  

[i]n Somalia and Kenya, the countries he was born and raised in respectively, homosexuality 

was something to be hidden for fear of violence. The chances of meeting other men like him 

were slim and so he quietly buried his desire and prayed for the day he could leave for 

England. After immigrating to London he had slowly allowed the mask to slip as he became 

more comfortable in his new surroundings. But despite the city’s myriad possibilities here 

he was, four years later, lonelier than ever. (Fairytales 127) 

Yassin’s experience in diaspora leaves him with mixed feelings as exile does not provide all the 

answers to his problems. He still lacks a community he can call his own and he later decides to 

seek that company on an online dating platform, Gaydar, where he meets Jude, a closeted married 

military man. However, cruising on an online platform like Gaydar does not address Yassin’s fear 

of homophobia. For instance, he fails to put up his picture on the site as he fears that “someone 

crazy” may recognise him and attack him, but also because he was not confident in his identity as 

“a Somali Muslim not so long arrived in London” (Fairytales 120).  

Yassin’s fears about online dating suggest that, despite digital technology platforms making 

romantic and sexual connections possible by reducing isolation from human contact (Adenekan 

68), such platforms still bear the risk of vulnerability especially for those who are already 

marginalised such as ethnic minorities, members of homophobic religious groupings, and even 

immigrants in foreign lands. As he contemplates on the risks and opportunities that London offers 

him, he realises that going into exile is more than physical as it also entails uprooting oneself from 

one’s culture, community, and belief systems:  

[…] he wondered whether he had strayed so far from his own roots that there was no going 

back. He wondered what going back could even mean. He came from a community that 
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lived by strict Islamic rules and here he was beyond even the periphery of that culture, so 

much so that he had to create his own rules as he went along. He felt his sense of Somaliness 

slipping away from him and he was afraid of letting it go, afraid of the moral, psychological, 

and social anarchy its loss threatened to create within him. (Fairytales 137) 

Yassin’s despair sets in on the realisation that his exile is multifaceted in that “[he] didn’t belong 

to just one society: he was gay, Somali, Muslim, and yet all these cultural positions left him 

excluded” (Fairytales 137). England also does not offer the maximum comfort he hoped for as he 

still faces discrimination for being transgender. On one occasion, he is verbally abused by a lesbian 

woman in a gay bar upon her realisation that Yassin was a man in a woman’s clothing (Fairytales 

151). His experience echoes Billard’s observation that transgender people face the risk of violence 

by being regarded as deceivers masking their “true” identity in mainstream society (1). The narrator 

tells us that in the face of such abuse, “[Yassin] licked his wounds and started walking home” 

(Fairytales 152). His “walking home” may mean that his experiences in exile made him ponder on 

the meaning of his existence and the regard that societies place on queer subjects even outside the 

African countries in which such identities are outlawed. Hence, queer subjects struggle with the 

question of belonging.  

Zeytun is a recovering psychotic patient in Osman’s “Earthling”. The story is set in England, and 

as a Somali migrant, Zeytun faces discrimination for her lesbianism both from her family and the 

community around her. The title of the story is in reference to the name of a bar owned by the 

protagonist’s girlfriend and she explains that “‘Earthling’ was actually obscure Victorian slang for 

lesbian” (Fairytales 94). Apart from that meaning, the title also speaks to the value and place of 

humans on Earth in general, and to the value that must be placed on gender nonconforming 

individuals. It suggests that all human beings are earthlings – ordinary inhabitants of the planet 

who must be accorded equality, fairness, and justice in equal measure, thus directly challenging 

the heteropatriarchal reasoning of purported inferiority of queer people that is behind homophobia.  
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Although Zeytun’s psychosis begins with the trauma that follows the death of her mother, the 

problem is intensified by her denied sexuality and lack of a sense of belonging. The events in the 

story reveal that she has been traumatised by her homophobic environment and she fails to conceive 

a safe place for her even in England, where same-sex relationships are allowed by law. This trauma 

leads to dire consequences and she becomes paranoid to the extent that she hears voices of hatred 

all around her through hallucinations:  

[t]he voices were coming from everywhere. She could hear insults from old women in cars 

even though their windows were shut. She could make out murder threats, but who were 

they coming from? The pedestrians on the street? The starlings and crows wheeling above 

her head? The Dalmatians and Labradors in the park, whose barks were encoded taunts 

aimed solely at her? The loud breathing of joggers brushing past her became wilfully 

pornographic and disgusting. A black teenage boy chirpsing a shy, pretty girl was plotting 

her rape and subsequent dismemberment […] (Fairytales 81) 

As evidenced in the above extract, Zeytun not only feels alienated from the human community 

alone. She believes that even the world of nature, including dogs and other animals, is conspiring 

against her. Her dread and anxiety intensify to the point that everywhere she goes she hears slurs 

like “dykes are such nasty creatures”, “[h]ell, that’s where you are headed, you dirty bitch”, 

“lesbians are nothing but cheap whores”, among others (Fairytales 77-78, emphasis in the 

original). As a result of this, she feels claustrophobic, isolates herself from human company and 

“[s]he started dreaming of death” (Fairytales 89). 

Zeytun’s struggle reflects the consequences of homophobia, which ignite an existential quandary 

in queer people by pushing them to the margins of society and of their sanity to the point that they 

lose faith in life; life becomes meaningless and they opt for death. Her experience gives insight 

into the consequences of dehumanisation and gay bashing, even in spaces where being queer is 

supposedly allowed. Zeytun’s psychosis, fear, and claustrophobia are symbolic of the challenging 
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realities and vulnerability faced by gender and sexual minorities in heteronormative societies where 

one must endure constant disapproving gazes and imminent threats to their life. The story suggests 

that, dealing with discrimination against gender nonconformity demands more than just legal 

intervention as homophobia is a misconception deeply ingrained in the consciousness of these 

cultures.  

Aragon points out that in the short story “Your Silence will not Protect You”, Osman “elaborates 

on his painful personal experience of having a bout with depression and coming out to his family” 

(128), a point that has also been observed by Jordi Granados Binternagel in his Master’s thesis, 

which places emphasis on the impact of patriarchal heteronormativity on queer identities (2018). 

Osman himself admits that some of the stories in the book, including the one under discussion here, 

mirror his own experiences in “an attempt to correct the past” (Osman, “The Queering”), a 

prosthetic function of creative fiction as earlier alluded to. One thing that stands out in the story is 

the role of patriarchal authority in enforcing gender normativity and heterosexuality. The 

protagonist in the story, who mirrors Osman in many senses, leaves Somalia to live in exile in 

England. He is partly running away from a civil war in his country of origin, but he is also looking 

for a safe place to live as a queer subject. His migration, however, does not give him full protection 

from homophobia as his father, the principle patriarchal figure in his life, and the rest of his family 

still try to restrict his freedom across the border.  

When he comes out as gay to his trusted sister in London, she first pretends to understand but as 

time elapses, she tells him that “‘[w]hat you’re doing is against our culture. It’s against our faith. 

You have to stop’” (Fairytales 110). His sister’s reaction makes him disappointed, but it does not 

take away his agency in that he remains resolute and confident in his identity. As he contemplates 

on his sister’s reaction, he realises that 
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[t]he Somali community is all about tradition and that sense of tradition comes with an air 

of secretiveness, suppression and Puritanism. I had no desire to live in secrecy anymore. I 

had experienced what it was like to lead an open, healthy, guilt-free life and I liked it. It felt 

natural and necessary. (Fairytales 110) 

His reflections show that migrating from Somalia to England party alleviates him of the burden of 

the Somali culture and its restrictions on sexuality. But upon realising that he refuses to denounce 

his queer sexuality, the sister decides to call upon the patriarchs of the family to discipline and 

punish him. She breaches his trust and reveals to them that he is gay. She justifies her 

misdemeanour by telling him that “‘[y]ou’re not going to listen to me because I’m a woman. You 

are not afraid of me but they will talk some sense into you’” (Fairytales 110). Her evocation of 

fear in reference to the authority of the male family members exposes the power dynamics in 

relation to gender in the Somali community. Men hold the power and they are the ones to control 

(homo)sexuality with the authority allowed them through the operation of the heterosexual gaze.  

As expected, their father becomes angry with the protagonist-narrator’s sexuality and he tries to 

exercise his authority over him even though they live in separate geographical locations (the father 

is in Somalia and he lives in London). His family becomes the primary site of homophobic abuse 

and the first death threat he gets is from his brother who calls to warn him that “I know a lot of 

guys in London who could happily kill you” (Fairytales 111). The revelation of his sexuality 

bruises the relationship he had with his family and his father eventually disowns him. The cutting 

of ties with his family complicates his experience of exile as he is not only separated from his 

geographical home, but also from the cultural and familial ties that can no longer hold due to his 

difference and dissidence from what is considered normative by “his people”.  

Despite the challenges that the narrator faces in London, the story’s ending opens possibilities for 

cultivating agency and mitigating the risk of vulnerability for queer Africans who opt to live in 

exile. When he is threatened by his immediate family, the narrator takes refuge in the law in 
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England, which criminalises homophobia. He presses charges and gets restraining orders against 

the aggressors (Fairytales 112). This, in a sense, can be considered a victory for him since it could 

not have happened if he lived in Somalia where the law, religion, culture, and other forces work 

together in criminalising homosexuality. As Kago Komane posits, “[i]n some hard-line Sharia law 

states including Mauritania, parts of Nigeria and Somalia, and Sudan, gay sex carries the death 

penalty”. Living in a safer environment, the narrator crucially remembers that  

[…] as a gay man I had to learn that I live in a country where I don’t have to suffer in silence; 

that there are laws that protect my rights. As a gay man I had to learn in a bitter-sweet way 

that I can choose my family, that certain people have come into my life who share a genuine 

sense of affinity with me. We may not have the power to choose the family we are born into 

but we can certainly choose the family we can make our own. (Fairytales 113) 

This realisation suggests that African queer subjects must be courageous enough to choose what is 

desirable from the options available to them. Osman’s protagonist proposes that the queer subject 

must be the primary locus of agency in mitigating vulnerability. Although, migration may not be 

the most effective solution to addressing the challenges faced by queer people in punitive African 

societies (due to among other things, economic constraints of border-crossings and immigration 

requirements), breaking the silence on such challenges may be the first step to take. This, in part, 

is what the two collections of short stories are doing by bringing to light different experiences of 

African queer characters scattered across the world. As the title to the story that has just been 

discussed illustrates, silence is not the most reliable form of protection. There is need to foster the 

visibility of queer Africans to challenge the victimisation that emanates from the silence around 

their existence. The next section explores the ways in which the different short story writers suggest 

means of attaining agency for mitigating the vulnerability of queer African subjects.  
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What’s the Worst that can Happen?18 Rethinking Queer Vulnerability, Pleasure and Agency  

In her article titled “Pleasure in Queer African Studies: Screenshots of the Present”, Munro 

identifies a surge in the representation of pleasure, particularly sexual pleasure in contemporary 

creative art from Africa mostly by writers who openly identify as queer (“Pleasure” 662). She 

specifically mentions Chinelo Okparanta’s Under the Udala Trees (2015) and 14 (An Anthology of 

Queer African Art: We are Flowers) as examples testifying to this recent trend. Agreeing with her 

assertion, one may also add to the list even more recent works like Nnanna Ikpo’s Fimi Sile 

Forever: Heaven Gave it to Me (2017), Akwaeke Emezi’s The Death of Vivek Oji (2020), 

Uzodinma Iweala’s 2018 novel Speak No Evil, and Siya Khumalo’s autobiography, You Have to 

be Gay to Know God (2018), which feature vivid and explicit scenes of same-sex intercourse and 

pleasure on varying degrees.  

This trend in recent queer writing from Africa cannot go unnoticed for it serves pertinent ends in 

the representation of queer identities on the continent. As Matabeni and Msibi crucially notice, in 

African contexts, the risk of vulnerability, loss, violence, and the suffering of queer subjects has 

dominated most of the literary representations originating from the region (“Vocabularies” 4). They 

mention that “[i]n South Africa in particular, there is an emphasis on how black, female and 

transgender bodies are violated and murdered” and while they acknowledge the importance of such 

representations, they bemoan the absence of pleasure in them (Matabeni and Msibi, “Vocabularies” 

4). What these critics are trying to bring to attention is that, by mostly focussing on the 

dehumanising challenges and the risks associated with queerness on the African continent, most 

artists have left out that which humanises queer lives in these punitive spaces. The argument is that 

 
18 I have borrowed this question from Diriye Osman’s short story, “Earthling”. His protagonist, Zeytun, asks this 

question as she reflects on the consequences of performing her queerness in public. The emphasis is in the original.  
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queer lives must be represented as full lives that comprise all human emotions – including the 

capacity for pleasure and pain.  

In their representations of queer identities in punitive African imaginaries, some of the writers of 

the short stories under discussion try to balance the equation by exploring multiple experiences of 

queer performance, including the queer body’s capacity for pleasure. In so doing, these writers 

rehumanise dehumanised queer lives by depicting the capacity for pleasure as agency in exercising 

sexual difference in heteronormative societies. The explicit and unapologetic displays of sexual 

pleasure between queer characters in some of these stories directly challenge the heterosexual gaze 

by bringing to its attention aspects of the pleasurable that are beyond its heteronormative and 

patriarchal limitations. Such displays work to claim space for queer pleasures and desire in 

discourses of intimacy on the African continent and beyond.  

The exploration of queer pleasures is perhaps more vivid in most of the stories in Fairytales. Osman 

gives us agentic characters who are not only defiant but are also able to speak back to 

heteropatriarchal authority both in words and actions. In “Shoga”, we meet a teenage Somali 

refugee who, while living in exile in Kenya, falls in love with their Burundi house servant, 

Boniface. The coming together of the two homosexual refugees in exile reflects the unity in their 

sexuality, which is equally exiled from normative forms of granting and attaining sexual pleasure. 

The title of the story, “Shoga”, is Swahili slang for a homosexual man and its evocation in verbal 

utterances becomes one of the ways the protagonist-narrator’s grandmother employs to deter him 

from homosexual tendencies upon suspecting that he may be gay. However, the grandmother’s 

attempt to take away his agency fails to yield fruits and she becomes disgusted when she catches 

him having sex with Boniface.  
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Upon being approached by her on this, the narrator gathers enough courage and uses the language 

of hate, all along employed by his grandmother, to defend himself by showing her that he is not 

shamed of his sexual orientation. A conversation he has with the grandmother on this topic reads:  

[s]he steadied herself on the sink, as if literally gagging on the words. ‘I will not let a fanya 

kazi corrupt you. You will not become a…a –’ 

‘Go on Ayeeyo, you can say it,’ I will not become a khaniis? A shoga? A faggot? Well, 

tough luck! My ass is a khaniis. I am a shoga, a faggot.” (Fairytales 40 – 41) 

The narrator reclaims the words that the society – as represented in the persona of his grandmother 

– uses to shame homosexuals into silence and recasts them into agentic tools for fighting against 

dehumanisation. To echo Butler, the words “khaniis” and “shoga” as used by the grandmother, are 

aimed at producing a docile homosexual subject through shaming interpellation (Bodies 172). But 

as we witness here, “[p]aradoxically, but also with great promise, the subject who is “queered” into 

public discourse through homophobic interpellations of various kinds takes up or cites that very 

term as the discursive basis for an opposition” (Butler, Bodies 177). This form of reclamation 

becomes an agentic act as it dispossesses the aggressor of what they regarded as their potent 

weapons. 

Osman goes further to protest queer invisibility in heteronormative societies by painting vivid 

images of sexual encounters between the protagonist and Boniface in the story to demonstrate the 

presence of pleasure in queer desire. The narrator recalls one erotic moment he has with Boniface:  

[h]e kissed me, tongue tasting of weed. He broke the kiss to unbutton his shirt. His abdomen 

was cut like slabs of chocolate. He removed his trousers and wasn’t wearing underwear. His 

thighs were thick, dick hard. I bent down and deep-throated him. He smelt of soap. He 

pushed his hips back and forth. I stopped to come up for air. He helped me out of my 

underwear and spread my limbs, licked every inch of me until I was sex-funky. […] I was 

open. […] That night we fucked until the bed threatened to collapse. (Fairytales 37, 

emphasis mine) 
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Such explicit scenes of homosexual intercourse appear not only in “Shoga”. Osman weaves similar 

experiences in one of the shortest stories in his book, titled “My Roots are Your Roots” in which a 

Jamaican refugee and his Somali counterpart explore the pleasures of homoeroticism in London. 

The Somali narrator relates: 

[a]nd at night he spreads his legs wide, arches his back and welcomes me into his tightness. 

I return the favour, expanding his erogenous zones with the tip of my tongue. I lick him until 

his abdominal muscles clench and his dick kicks and drips. He catches my every thrust until 

the bed collapse[s]. I flex inside him on the floor and the warmth of his body is a gorgeous 

contrast to the cold wood floor hard against my kneecaps, my splaying, bracing toes. He 

groans and I grind deeper. (Fairytales 155, emphasis mine) 

The adventures of anal pleasure that Osman puts on display in these stories demand the reader’s 

attention. Much of the fiction produced in Africa emphasises heterosexual pleasure by depicting 

sex scenes and love affairs between men and women, relegating queer pleasures to the margins. 

Osinubi attributes this to the fact that, in heteronormative societies, “[t]he anus functions as the 

ultimate other because, as the cardinal sign of the abject, it plays a largely symbolic role and can 

never become part of a public discourse of desire” (“Micro-Politics of Buttocks” 167).  

In the representations above, Osman subverts that discourse of abjection by bringing the anus to 

the fore as one of the erogenous zones for pleasure giving and pleasure seeking, an act that in itself 

is deconstructive. This style of writing has similarly been explored by Dore who paints graphic 

scenes of homosexual intercourse in his story “The Day He Came” in Queer Africa 2 (see Dore 47 

– 58). The collapsing of the bed in both sex scenes depicted above can also be read as instances 

where deep-seated heteronormative preconceptions on sexuality and pleasure give in under the 

weight of intimate homoerotic desire. In displaying explicit scenes of queer sexual pleasure, the 

short stories function as prostheses in that, in their imitation of erotic adventures of queer 
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individuals, they bring to the public eye experiences that cannot be easily displayed in real life due 

to the limitations of social decorum and privacy.  

Osinubi commends the emergence of female same-sex desire in twenty-first century African 

literature and sees it as an opportunity for African feminists to “articulate new visions when they 

defend the rights of all women to their bodies and pleasures” (“The Promise of Lesbians” 684). He 

further argues that “because such articulations will entail critiques of heteronormativity and 

heterosexism, they will benefit all individuals with non-normative sexual desires and identities” 

(“The Promise of Lesbians” 684). Osinubi’s views cannot be overemphasised as lesbian women 

have for a wrong time been multiply oppressed in Africa. As it has already been demonstrated in 

this chapter, women fall victim to the controlling male gaze and lesbian women become doubly 

oppressed for failing short on the scale of heteronormativity. Because women’s desires and 

pleasures are controlled and commodified under the heterosexual gaze, mainstream society tends 

to uplift heterosexual desire while pathologizing lesbianism.  

On this understanding, contemporary queer writing from Africa has also focussed on bringing to 

light women’s same-sex desire and pleasure to make it intelligible to mainstream cultures that have 

negated it. In a short story titled “Ndambi”, Osman explores the possibilities of attaining agency in 

lesbians who live in punitive heteronormative African societies. His protagonist, Ndambi, is a 

Somali Muslim who renames herself in a defiant act of self-ownership. She grows up in a 

patriarchal society where lesbianism is prohibited by both religion and culture. She retells: “[m]y 

sister tells me I am living in sin. ‘Tis true. But she doesn’t conk that this is my sin. She tells me it 

is haram for a woman to love another woman. T’s also true. But I don’t need to hear it from her” 

(Fairytales 69, emphasis in the original). Ndambi’s defiance of social control stands out in this 

relation as she manifests the need to control herself and live her life on her terms. She overtly 
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challenges religious authority, which regards lesbianism as a sin and later goes on to rename herself 

from Samira to Ndambi, which to her means “most beautiful” (Fairytales 71).  

The act of renaming herself is significant as it paves way to personal agency in that it symbolises 

her ownership of her identity by getting rid of her socially given identity symbolised in her given 

name. On the significance of naming, Halberstam points out that names are crucial as they 

“establish character, lead into events, and create expectations” (Trans* 2). Having assumed a new 

identity, Ndambi is now able to exercise relative authority over her body and her sexuality. By 

getting rid of her given name, she symbolically does away with the social expectations that her 

society heaped on her as a woman.  

Osman structures the story into four parts. In the first part, Ndambi is still living as Samira and she 

struggles with the expectations of normative society. In the second part titled “Night-time”, she 

gets rid of her former identity and wears the new name which gives her the agency to explore the 

pleasures that her former identity denied her. From this part, the story becomes a monologue 

through which Ndambi shares the pleasures she gets from having sex with other lesbian women 

and from masturbation. In one emotive instance, Ndambi recalls the good times she used to have 

with her lover Adrienne. She narrates: 

[Adrienne] used to buy ‘bath bombs’ which were fruity soaps that dissolved effervescently 

in water. I would emerge from the bathroom smelling of mango and sexual hunger. We 

would kiss like love-starved yout[h]s. She would press me hard against the wall, lick my 

lips, tongue would meet tits, hips, clit. She would melt me down until I stunk of sex and 

satisfaction. And we would lie in bed and talk of all the love we had gained and everything 

we had lost. (Fairytales 71, emphasis mine) 

In the above extract, Osman disrupts phallocentric logic which suggests that women cannot have 

sexual pleasure without penile penetration by demonstrating that lesbian sex also brings 

satisfaction. When she talks about their pleasure reminding them of the things they had lost, the 
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narrator may be referring to the loss of patriarchal dictates that lesbians are no longer slave to when 

they “veer away from heteronormativity’s path” (Muñoz 73) to establish sexualities of their choice. 

As Audre Lorde remarks, same-sex relationships between women in Africa could be one way of 

women escaping patriarchal authority (50).  

To demystify the association of sexual pleasure with only heterosexual intercourse, Ndambi also 

demonstrates the capacity that women have to please themselves through masturbation. When her 

lover, Adrienne, leaves, Ndambi does not look for a man nor does she seek pleasure from another 

woman. She rather explores her body and realises that it is invested with the capacity for sexual 

pleasure without the involvement of a third party. In another subsection of the story titled “Love 

Egg”, Ndambi narrates how she masturbates for sexual satisfaction. She explains: 

I rub the oils over myself. The scent is musk and morning glory. I sprawl on the bed and 

open my thighs wide while Maxwell’s Embrya steams up the room. Maxwell’s falsetto is 

cream on wax and as I coax one, two, three, fingers inside my pussy my toes curl. As I go 

deeper within myself the music sounds richer and the musk smells sweeter. I push my hips 

back and forth to take in my fingers. When I’m wet I wipe my hands on a towel. (Fairytales 

73) 

In this erotic scene, Osman explores the ways in which her narrator, and other women, can live 

sexually fulfilling lives outside heterosexual intercourse. As earlier articulated, patriarchal cultures 

tend to commodify sexuality by controlling bodies to benefit heterosexism. Women, in particular, 

are considered as passive beings who are there to give pleasure to the male gaze which “projects 

its fantasy onto the female figure”, and it is from this gaze that women are objectified and subdued 

(Mulvey 19). By presenting queer men and women who can live full lives and have the capacity 

for pleasure amidst the dehumanization that they face, contemporary African writers rehumanise 

queer subjects in punitive heteropatriarchal African countries by representing them as agentic 
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beings who are able to create spaces for queerness in the socio-cultural and political discourses of 

the disabling environments in which they exist.  

Reflections on the Discussion 

In this chapter, I have analysed a selection of African queer short stories from two collections: 

Queer Africa 2: New Stories and Fairytales for Lost Children. My discussion has established that 

contemporary African writers capitalise on the potency of literature in creating alternative worlds 

to bring to light the existence of queerness in punitively heteronormative sub-Saharan African 

countries where same-sex intimacy is outlawed. The authors employ the writing of fiction as 

prosthesis, not only to aid them in bringing into social dialogue topics that are usually side-lined, 

but also to discuss lived experiences of queer people by blurring the borders between fiction and 

autobiography, and mostly to challenge deep-seated prejudices against queerness and the limits to 

queer sexuality by portraying erotic scenes of queer pleasures that mainstream activism outside 

fiction cannot be able to easily address.  

The short stories discussed in this chapter demonstrate that queerness is abhorred in most parts of 

sub-Saharan Africa mainly because queer intimacy, desire, and pleasure exist outside the 

controlling gaze of heteronormativity operating under the watch of patriarchy. As such, patriarchal 

systems and structures inhibit the agency of lesbian women and gay men, relegating them to the 

margins of society where they become invisible. Based on this invisibility, heteropatriarchal 

authority erroneously uproots the indigeneity of queerness from Africa and casts it off as foreign 

in justifying the victimisation of queer identities. In consequence, there is a growing trend in queer 

Africans to create spaces that are freer from harm and vulnerability within these restrictive social 

orders and/or to seek refuge outside the continent since the West, for example, promises to provide 

safer spaces that accommodate difference. The short stories discussed here, however, reveal that 
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queer Africans still face many challenges in exile and suggest that agency in countering 

vulnerability can as well be exercised at “home”. 

The dehumanisation that queer subjects in African societies face is an attempt by homophobic 

establishments to erase such identities from the cultural matrix so that they become lost in 

discourses of gender and sexuality. As a way of countering this, Muñoz emphasises the need to 

save these identities by “committing [them] to memory, to word, to language […]” (71) so that 

they do not become lost as inconceivable. In efforts to humanise queer subjects on the continent, 

some of the writers celebrate queerness by displaying the pleasures of queer desire and intimacy. 

Through explicit exhibitions of queer sexual intimacy, these writers challenge the superiority of 

heterosexuality and the pathologizing of queerness to argue that queer people have the same 

capacity for full human emotions that heterosexuals have, including the need for love, affection, 

desire, and pleasure. Commenting on Fairytales, Aragon observes that, despite the various 

challenges that they face, the characters in these stories have not been presented as victims, but 

rather as survivors (125). The representations of queer identities in these narratives unearth their 

vulnerabilities while giving room to possibilities for agency and possible futures of emancipation 

– soliciting empathy. 

One question that these representations provoke rests on their effectiveness in mitigating 

homophobia in sub-Saharan Africa. Appreciating the role that digital media plays in the twenty-

first century, Adenekan recognises the role that stories and testimonies published on digital 

platforms have performed in queer advocacy, but her concern is that such efforts may prove to be 

inadequate since they “privilege the middleclass and leave out equally important queer subjects 

who have no access to these platforms due to economic and linguistic barriers” (68). Adding to her 

observation, I contend that much as the two short story collections analysed here play a major role 

in raising awareness on the plight and joys of queer Africans, such efforts are still lacking since 
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they leave out the majority of Africans who cannot access books, more so in English. There is need 

to engage with the subject in more inclusive ways, including oral performances in indigenous 

languages, to reach the remotest populations on the continent. Outside that consideration, efforts 

aimed at the acceptance of gender and sexual difference on the continent will remain to be elitist. 

 My next chapter examines the representation of queerness and queer identities in contemporary 

African film – focussing on fiction and documentaries. I mostly discuss the politics of production 

and reception in African queer cinema and how these productions participate in discourses of 

globalisation. In this endeavour, I focus on how theories of mobility manifest themselves in these 

films and their metaphorical implications on the vulnerability and agency of queer subjects in sub-

Saharan Africa.  
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Chapter Four  

Visualising Alterity: Queer Lives in Contemporary Sub-Saharan African 

Cinema 

 

Figure 1. Xolani and Vija embrace in a scene from John Trengove’s Inxeba (The Wound)  

 

Introduction 

If invisibility is a catalyst for vulnerability and one of the greatest challenges to queer agency, then 

cinema, through its visual effects, can be one of the most significant tools in mitigating queer 

marginality by making visible that which is rendered invisible. The image in Figure 1 above 

captures one of the erotic scenes from the fictional film Inxeba (The Wound)19 (2017), and it stands 

out in how its artistic depiction relates a host of messages on the nature and place of homoeroticism 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Firstly, in the scene, queer desire has been juxtaposed with a waterfall as a 

strong force of nature, perhaps to depict that such desire cannot be separated from the natural world. 

At the same time, the two African male lovers have to hold tightly onto each other in the face of 

the heavy force against which they are cast, and make sure that they do not sink in the water in 

which they are already halfway immersed. In this way, the emotive scene at once captures the 

beauty of homoeroticism while also exposing the precarity of being queer in normative societies 

 
19 Subsequent references to this film will only appear as Inxeba  
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whose force becomes a challenge for gender and sexual nonconforming identities. The remoteness 

of the location in which we find the two lovers in the picture captures the marginalisation and 

alterity of queerness in sub-Saharan Africa, or, indeed, more widely in the world, where queers are 

left to lurk in the dark.  

In this chapter, I explore the ways in which cultural texts, in the form of fictional films and 

documentaries, work in claiming space for the presence and visibility of queerness in sub-Saharan 

African countries. Having concentrated on written texts in the previous chapters, my analysis here 

takes a new trajectory by paying special attention to visual representations of marginalised gender 

and sexual identities on the African screen produced in the twenty-first century. Unoma Azuah 

identifies Dakan (1997) as the first feature film from sub-Saharan Africa that explores a gay theme 

(7). But I should mention that queer themes in African cinema have been on display from as early 

as 1988 with the release of Helena Nogueira’s, Quest for Love, which explores lesbian romance in 

South Africa. Over the years, an increasing number of filmmakers, both from Africa and the global 

north, have demonstrated keen interest in this field and the twenty-first century has seen a rise in 

the number of queer representations focussing on African characters and/or set in African spaces. 

Azuah perceives these representations of queerness in African cinema as agentic acts that amount 

to “a social movement” that creates sites of resistance to queer victimisation (Azuah 9-10).  

Perhaps one question that ignites debates in this new movement in African cinema has to do with 

the “Africanness”, not only of the films, but also the individuals behind these productions. In the 

same way that nonnormative sexualities and gender identities are othered as not being African, 

representations of queerness on the African screen have also faced a backlash and considerable 

criticism in that Western producers have had a huge role to play in the production of most of the 

films that are coming out of the continent. In acknowledging this dilemma, Osinubi argues that 

“rather than qualifying these representations as exclusively African, it might be more productive 
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to agree that the growing archive consists of films produced by Africans and non-Africans but such 

films focus on Africans” (“Representations” 333). In his view, it is the focus on African subjects 

that qualifies these productions as African despite some of the producers not identifying as African. 

Osinubi attributes the notable involvement of Western filmmakers in African queer cinema to 

homophobic legislations in some African countries that may scare off African producers (333-334). 

The economic cost of film production can also be one of the main reasons behind the paucity in 

indigenous films. What this entails, however, is that there are always questions on the authenticity 

or sincerity of representation in such films since some of the filmmakers may be uprooted from 

African realities.  

The question of reception is of central concern for Green-Simms who observes that African queer 

films are not readily available to African audiences due to, among other things, homophobic 

regimes of censorship that aim to remove queer lives from the African screen in an effort to make 

them invisible (“Queer African Cinema” 654). While the banning of queer representations on 

screen is common in countries like Kenya and Uganda, Green-Simms notices that Nollywood 

productions (Nigerian film industry) and some of the films coming out of Ghana and Tanzania 

have focussed on themes of queer deterrence in which there is often a tragic end to queer characters 

(“Queer African Cinema” 654). For those films that explore queer themes in positive ways, much 

of their audiences exist on the margins of Africa as they are often screened in film festivals outside 

the continent. This entails that there are several challenges facing queer African cinema that must 

be addressed for it to be an effective tool in queer activism.  

The films that I analyse in this chapter often carry positive queer themes through either celebrating 

queerness or exposing the vulnerability of African queer lives to solicit empathy and highlight the 

impact of marginalisation. As Bill Marshall rightly observes in his analysis of queer cinema, one 

of the defining characteristics of these films is “an edgy, unapologetic, confrontational approach to 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



139 

 

heteronormativity that eschew[s] the approach of creating ‘positive’ gay characters and embrace[s] 

the idea of the outcast and outlaw” (3). By bringing to attention two outcasts – the African queer 

subject and queer African cinema – the films under discussion here are not only trying to create 

space for queer lives on the African continent, but they are also efforts in creating room for queer 

African cinema in discourses of queer world cinema. Green-Simms and Z'étoile Imma remark that 

such films do not only “assert the existence of African queerness but also open up space[s] for an 

entire range of desires, pleasures, connections, and intimacies to be explored” (4). In other words, 

these filmic texts function as agentic projects in the creation of queer communities and in mapping 

possibilities for queer futures in Africa’s heteronormative societies.  

The effectiveness of cinema in creating alternative worlds and affording discursive spaces for the 

marginalised is excellently captured by Karl Schoonover and Rosalind Galt who argue that 

“[c]inema is always involved in world making, and queerness promises to knock off kilter 

conventional epistemologies. Thinking queerness together with cinema thus has the potential to 

reconfigure dominant modes of worlding” (5). Schoonover and Galt employ “worlding” to refer to 

“queer cinema’s ongoing process of constructing worlds” (5). In sub-Saharan Africa where the 

world has often been constructed in heterosexual terms, the emergence of queer representations on 

screen has the potential to reconstruct such exclusionary conceptions of the world in an effort to 

incorporate queer lives within new folds of worlding and imagination.   

My task in this chapter focusses on two fictional films and four documentaries. The two fictional 

films are John Tengrove’s Inxeba (2017), from South Africa, and Wanuri Kahiu’s Rafiki (2018) 

from Kenya. The documentary films include Roger Ross Williams’ God Loves Uganda (2013) 

(Uganda), Call Me Kuchu (2012) (Uganda) by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika Zouhali-

Worrall, Habeeb Lawal’s Veil of Silence (2014) (Nigeria), and Jonny von Wallström’s The Pearl 

of Africa (2016) (Uganda). Through these films, the producers attempt to create space for queer 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



140 

 

African cinema in queer world cinema by concentrating on specific renditions that establish Africa 

as a space for queer performance and queerness itself as being located within socio-cultural codes 

that are autochthonous to the continent. Among other things, these representations highlight the 

presence of queer referents within indigenous African languages and other cultural codes, question 

the place of queerness in traditional African societies, and expose the clash of cultures in debates 

on African sexuality.  

In my analysis, I observe that the producers (both from Africa and the West) take pains not to make 

their depictions of African queer lives on screen “pornographies of violence” (Diabate 33) but 

rather acts of activism that not only expose the vulnerability of queer subjects, but also tap into the 

leaps of queer intimacies and the ordinariness of queer lives in an effort to dislodge queer 

marginality. The films display and provoke debates that establish a discursive platform necessary 

for examining varying possibilities for queer agency in Africa. I locate my reading of queer African 

cinematic productions within discourses of globalisation with a specific interest on how theories 

of mobility in the contemporary global imaginary manifest themselves in African queer cinema. 

The next section of this chapter expounds on my theoretical approach by exploring how we can 

read mobility in contemporary queer cinema from sub-Saharan Africa.   

Lives in Motion: Theorising Mobility in Queer African Cinema 

To understand mobility without recourse to representation on the one hand 

or the material corporeality on the other is, I would argue, to miss the point.                                                                                                    

(Cresswell 4) 

In the social sciences, studies on mobility and how it impacts different aspects of social life gained 

prominence in the first half of the twenty-first century with notable scholars like John Urry and 

Tim Cresswell making landmark contributions to the field. According to Urry,  
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‘[m]obility studies’ is concerned with a ‘sociology beyond societies’, whereby the mobilities 

of people is examined alongside the movement of ideas and things. It emphasises movement 

at all scales, from the individual household to the global corporation, it connects the analysis 

of different forms of travel with the multiple ways economic and social life is performed and 

organised across time and space and analyses complex social relations while they are on the 

move (6).  

Generally, mobility studies have a biased focus on geography and sociology as their prime subjects 

of discussion, concentrating on how multiple forms of travel have changed the world or influenced 

worldviews. However, in their introduction to the maiden issue of the journal Mobilities, the editors 

call for an extension of the paradigms of mobility studies to not only bare “questions of 

globalisation and the deterritorialisation of nation-states, identities and belonging, but more 

fundamentally [to dwell] on questions of what are the subjects and objects of social inquiry” 

(Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 10). I regard this call for an expansion of the research paradigm as 

something that allows for the exploration and reconfiguration of ideas and concepts that inform 

social discourses on gender and sexuality as possible subjects of social inquiry within discourses 

of mobility. I come to this realisation having considered that worldviews are heavily affected by 

the mobility of people, ideas, and technologies.  

In his study of Don DeLillo’s novel Cosmopolis, Ian Davidson observes that “work from the social 

sciences on mobility and automobility references a limited range of literary works […] There is, 

understandably, little ‘close reading’ or consideration of the aesthetic or formal qualities of the 

text” (472). He concludes that despite a surge in publications in the field of mobility studies, “the 

influence of automobility in literary fiction and poetry remains a neglected subject in relation to its 

importance in other parts of cultural and economic life” (Davidson 470). Taking the cue from 

Davidson, I aim to apply theoretical insights from mobility studies to my understanding of African 

films – from the process of production to the depiction of characters, and the nature of ideas that 

are communicated therein. By situating the film as a cultural text within mobility studies, my 
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research contributes to the gap that Davidson identifies in the application of theories of mobility in 

the social sciences and the humanities. The metaphorical implications of mobility prove to be 

fundamental in the analysis of literary and cultural texts as forms of representation.  

The nexus between the metaphorical innuendos of mobility and the nature of literary and filmic 

representations has equally been pointed out by Cresswell who acknowledges that “representations 

of mobility capture and make sense of it through the production of meanings that are frequently 

ideological. Mobility means this. Mobility means that. Thus the brute fact of getting from A to B 

becomes synonymous with freedom, with transgression, with creativity, with life itself” (4). As 

such, we see that mobility “plays a central role in discussions of the body and society” and that the 

dynamics of culture and identities come to be easily understood through the lenses of mobility 

studies that consider cultural and ideological perspectives as situated in “routes [rather] than roots” 

(Cresswell 1). 

My argument here is that representations of queer African lives in cinema centre on the question 

of mobility: how it is portrayed in these films, its metaphorical implications, and how multiple 

forms of mobility impact on othered genders and sexualities in sub-Saharan Africa. In the 

representations of queer African identities on screen, the discourse of mobility enters the discussion 

firstly through the nature of film itself as a motion picture depicting bodies, objects, identities, 

societies, and even cultures in motion. The movements (both physical and metaphorical) that we 

witness in queer African films expose the nooks of queer vulnerability and the possibilities of queer 

agency in various ways. For example, I argue that in the two fictional films that I analyse here, 

queer lives have been depicted as lives in motion, especially through the metaphorical 

representations of automobility in the films. On the other hand, in the documentaries in this study, 

the debates on African queerness have been portrayed as mostly shaped by the movement of ideas 

from the global north through multiple forms of cultural exchange. It also goes without mention 
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that film, as a technological form of artistic praxis, has been imported to Africa through the 

exchanges allowed by mobility.  

The fact that the acceptance or lack thereof of queer identities in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa 

is a continuing subject of debate also indicates how the movement and exchange of ideas is still 

shaping people’s perceptions of gender and sexual identities, not only on the continent, but in the 

world in general. Technologies like film have made this exchange of ideas more apparent by 

rendering them easily accessible to audiences. The portrayal of queer identities as lives in motion 

curating spaces for queerness in dominant heteronormative discourses is perhaps more vivid in 

cinema than it is in novels, short stories, and autobiographies, where such movements are bound 

within the confines of a page of letters, words, and sentences – lines of fixed, printed symbols. 

Much as written texts travel across cultures, their effectiveness in queer activism is more limited 

as compared to film. While the visuals on screen can be accessed by almost everyone who is not 

visually impaired, literary texts demand more than mere sight to be accessed for they require one 

to be literate and conversant with the language in which they are written. Nevertheless, both written 

texts and films as forms of artistic production share the common limitation of serving mostly elite 

audiences at the expense of most of the economically marginalised African populations20.  

In theorising mobility in representations of queer African lives in cinema, I want to draw attention 

not only to the progress that has already been achieved in queer renditions, but also to the agency 

for movement that is inherent in queer subjects as demonstrated in these productions. It should be 

mentioned that the vulnerability of queerness in Africa has supported distorted narratives that 

represent queer people as individuals without agency whose mobility mostly depends on the 

 
20 However, it is crucial to mention that there have been several initiatives that aim at taking cinema to remote and 

underprivileged audiences on the continent. One such project is “Sunshine Cinema” by South African filmmakers 

Rowan Pybus and Sydelle Willow. See the link below for more: https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/sunshine-

cinema-south-africa-film-movies/ 
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support from outsiders. In opposition to this assumption, I have coined the phrase “queer motility” 

to capture the inherent agency in queerness that makes queer mobility possible. My coinage partly 

borrows from the definition of motility in biology which refers to an organism’s inherent capacity 

to move independently using metabolic energy (Allen 148). Whereas “mobility” carries the 

assumption of ready movement, “motility” captures the agency to move independently. While 

outside forces (vulnerability for example) can limit mobility, there is not much they can do about 

motility for that capacity will always be there. 

Part of my task here is to question the extent to which this “queer motility” is manifested in 

cinematic representations from sub-Saharan Africa – is the queer agency therein liberating enough 

to amount to progressive movement, or maybe the vulnerability is too great that there is stasis or 

even retrogression? As depicted in these films, the two axes of movement weigh on the likelihood 

of queer representations shaping progressive discourses that allow for the unthreatened integration 

of queerness in mainstream African societies, on the one hand, and on the risk of queer stasis due 

to oppositional forces that reduce queer agency and render African queers immobile in spatial and 

temporal zones of vulnerability. But whether there is mobility or not, “queer motility” remains 

intact as agency. My analysis of the six cinematic productions in this chapter reveals that queer 

African cinema is a discourse of mobility through and through.   

The section that follows provides a detailed analysis of Inxeba, focussing on the film’s rendition 

of masculinities, queer agency, and vulnerability among Xhosa men in South Africa. The section 

there after will discuss Rafiki, paying special attention to the impact of politics on lesbian identities 

in Kenya. From this, I will move on to discuss three documentaries: God Loves Uganda, Call Me 

Kuchu, and Veil of Silence, which address the debates informing homophobia in Uganda and 

Nigeria and the impact of Western ideological and economic capital in these debates. Before 
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concluding the chapter, I will briefly analyse the transgender experience in Uganda as portrayed in 

The Pearl of Africa.  

Silence and Blind Spots: Homosexuality among Xhosa Men in Inxeba   

John Trengove’s Inxeba is an exploration of the meaning of manhood and the place of queerness 

in traditional Xhosa culture. The film is set against the backdrop of the highly regarded ulwaluko 

ceremony in which Xhosa boys are initiated into manhood. Locating the troubled romantic 

relationship between two homosexual men within this traditional rite of passage, Trengove 

questions conceptions of manhood and masculinity among traditional African men while stretching 

the debate on the Africanness of homosexuality to its limits.  

Since the initiation ceremony portrayed in Inxeba is centred on the creation of Xhosa masculinities, 

most of the research that has been conducted on the film has concentrated on what constitutes 

African masculinities and interrogating the manliness of queer African men (see for example, 

Mbao, 2020; Kumalo and Gama, 2018; Moraka, 2018; Kiguwa and Siswana, 2018). Situating the 

film within the socio-political history of South Africa and the position of black men in the society, 

Peace Kiguwa and Anele Siswana opine that in its display of “intersecting layers of vulnerability” 

Inxeba “succeeds in revealing the impossibilities of manhood in contemporary South Africa” (10). 

Their view partly suggests that, in a mobile society like South Africa, it is not easy to pin down the 

quintessential man even within the confines of longstanding traditions like ulwaluko.     

My reading of the film departs from the host of research that has already been done in that I do not 

necessarily concentrate on questions of masculinity but rather I focus on the film’s representation 

of queer lives and queerness in contemporary South Africa where notions of static and monolithic 

traditional cultures have been multiply disrupted by modernity and cultural exchanges. The film 

reveals that homosexual men among the Xhosa become vulnerable mostly because their sexuality 

exists in the blind spots of their hyper-heterosexual culture. Inxeba exposes that there is deliberate 
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silencing of queer identities among African traditionalists who want to create the impression that 

homosexuality is not indigenous to African cultures. This deliberate omission of homoeroticism 

from the culture’s spotlights deals a big blow to queer agency and leads to vulnerability as I will 

demonstrate in the analysis. The erasure of queerness from African traditional cultures manifests 

as a form of psychic violence that later culminates into physical forms of violence resulting from 

self-hatred and frustration among homosexuals to excessive displays of homophobia among 

heterosexual members of the society.  

The silence on homosexuality among the Xhosa, which is also supported by other sections of the 

South African society, is most effectively displayed in the backlash that the film faced upon its 

release in 2017. There were calls for its banning with proponents of this view arguing that its 

display of the traditional initiation ceremony was a breach of the privacy of this respected cultural 

practice. Wamuwi Mbao mentions that the anger unleashed by those who opposed the film 

emanated from the belief that “Xhosa ulwaluko […], one of the foundational sites of Black male 

identity, was being symbolically castrated through the film placing it in proximity to 

homosexuality” (80). In counter argument to those who called for the film’s banning, Kumalo and 

Gama challenge that “the proponents of ‘culture’ who wanted to silence and even expunge the film 

failed to realise how the concerted efforts at silencing the film were themselves a manifest 

expression of the erasures, modes of silencing and violence perpetuated against feminised bodies” 

(2). By paying special attention to queer black men in South Africa, Inxeba challenges the 

invisibility of homosexual men of colour in the country where, since the end of apartheid, most of 

the queer representations on film and in literature depicted white characters (Andrews, “Liminal 

Spaces” 57).  

Inxeba demonstrates that queer silencing in these African spaces results in the alienation of queer 

subjects leading to their alterity as the Other of their heterosexual counterparts. Because the 
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mainstream culture deliberately restricts them to blind spots, queer subjects are left with no voices 

and often suffer in silence and loneliness. We first witness the effects of this alienation in Xolani, 

the main character in the film. Xolani is first introduced on screen working in a factory before he 

travels to the village to act as a caregiver (ikhankatha) to Kwanda (an urban, middle-class, queer 

teenager living in Johannesburg) during one of the initiation ceremonies. Xolani’s working 

environment is noisy and blossoming with life but he chooses to keep to himself by, among other 

things, covering his ears with headphones. He is later captured on camera moving out of the factory, 

covering his head in a beanie, without talking to anyone. At this point, the filmmaker takes out 

sound from the motion picture and Xolani walks alone in a silence that emphasises his alienation 

and underscores the thematic progression of the film. His alterity is further rendered in his travels 

on automobiles in the film where he is always pictured riding at the back of the car alone or with 

other people whom he does not talk to. Xolani’s position at the rear symbolises the othering of his 

sexuality from the mainstream.  

As Green-Simms reiterates, “thinking about what a queer African cinema might be or might offer 

means paying attention to the cinematic form itself, to thinking through the power and possibilities 

of the image and soundscape” (“Outcast Orders” 194). A complete reading of Inxeba demands that 

one picks out the intended meanings in some of the visual renditions of the characters and the 

setting, and also the role of the film’s sound effects in the delivery of its central themes. As already 

highlighted, the depiction of the loneliness of Xolani in the midst of either the noise of other people 

or the sound of a moving vehicle is a deliberate ploy that the producer employs to demonstrate the 

alienation and loneliness of African queer subjects among all the noise around their identities. In 

the film, all the intimate scenes of queer desire between Xolani and his straight-acting, married 

lover, Vija (who is also one of the caregivers at the initiation) take place on the outskirts of the 

mainstream, emphasising the relegation of queer sexualities to the margins of Xhosa community. 
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The film demonstrates that, despite their existence, Xhosa traditional culture deliberately side-lines 

homosexual men by rendering them silent and invisible to restrict queer agency.   

The Othered: Homosexuality and the City 

One of the ways through which Trengove represents the alterity of homosexuality among the Xhosa 

is in his representation of the dominant discourses that construct homosexuality as the marginalised 

other of heterosexuality. The alterity of homoeroticism in the film is best captured in the character 

of Kwanda who is othered on several fronts throughout the film. Whereas Xolani is a paragon of 

queer alienation, Kwanda represents a defiant challenge to compulsory heterosexuality and he is 

the voice of the marginalised. Ironically, it is his agency that renders him the most loathed among 

the homophobic characters that surround him at the mountain where the initiation is taking place. 

As the embodiment of homosexuality, Kwanda is associated with the city and whiteness, aspects 

that most of the people around him think are sources of queer desire. As observed by Grant 

Andrews, the association of “Kwanda’s mannerisms, place of origin, and his sexual orientation 

with whiteness” is a manifestation of the cultural conflicts that inform homosexuality debates in 

Africa (“Liminal Spaces” 62-63).  

In these debates, most of those who oppose homosexuality as a foreign import in Africa cite the 

city as a symbol of corruption and one of the hubs of immorality, including homosexuality. Such 

sentiments are expressed in Inxeba through the words of one of the elders who advises the initiates 

when they are about to leave the initiation camp. He tells them: 

Young men, you have crossed the first of many rivers of manhood. You must be patient and 

persevere, my sons. The deepest river is the one you cross when you leave this place. As men, 

you should be proud. Grow a family, build a kraal, and let it not be hollow. Open your ears, 

open your eyes. Reject the foreign ways of the city and beware the temptations of the white 

devil that attacks the womb of the black woman. (qtd. in Kumalo and Gama 5, emphasis mine) 
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Among other things, the elder’s words provide a checklist of what is expected of men in Xhosa 

culture. As Sakhumzi Mfecane points out, manhood among Xhosa men is firstly achieved by 

having a “traditionally circumcised penis” and completed with proper social behaviour and 

requirements such as hard work (208). Another thing that stands out is the warning for the initiates 

not to be corrupted by “the white devil” and “the foreign ways of the city”. The othering of 

whiteness and the city in this instance is not only racist, but also touches on class differences 

between the middleclass and those who live in the rural parts of South Africa. The association of 

queer sexuality with the city has not gone unnoticed in studies on African sexualities. Regarding 

Inxeba, where the other initiates argue that Kwanda “thinks he is a white man” (Trengove 2017), 

Andrews states: 

[q]ueerness is already often constructed as something ‘white’ or ‘un-African’ in South Africa, 

and placing Kwanda within the discourse accounts not only for his distance from the other 

initiates but also for his queerness. This construction could also account for why Xolani and 

Vija cannot accept themselves as queer; they do not have the wealth or the proximity to the 

cosmopolitan city and thus lack the links to ‘whiteness’ and cannot find the distance from 

‘traditional’ Xhosa culture that might somehow allow their attraction to exist beyond the 

liminal setting. (“Liminal Spaces” 63) 

However, we notice that in the film, Trengove employs the automobile as a cultural artifact of 

modernity that provides the much-needed link between the cosmopolis and its peripheral, which in 

this case is the mountain on which the initiation is taking place. The cars that carry Xolani from 

Queenstown (now renamed Komani) to the mountain, and Kwanda from Johannesburg to the same 

mountain, become means of social and queer mobility linking modern cities to the mountain – 

modernity to tradition – the centre to the periphery. Through the mobility allowed by the 

automobile, queer characters in the film are allowed agency and the opportunity to continue with 

their relationships as witnessed in the yearly sexual encounters between Xolani and Vija that are 

made possible by their ability to commute to the mountain. The automobile, as a metaphor of 
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modernity, portrays that the modern world has allowed for more liberal societies that make room 

for different forms of exchanges and that there is no such thing as an immobile culture that has not 

been affected by mobility and globalisation.  

 

Figure 2. Xolani in transit to Johannesburg in the final scene of Inxeba 

 

In “Writing the World from an African Metropolis” Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall explain 

that the association of the city with moral corruption may have originated from “the tenets of 

nineteenth-century urban reformism, when the problems facing cities were conceived of as diseases 

of the social body” (353). They specifically mention that “the loathing of Johannesburg in the social 

sciences should be seen as part of an antiurban ideology that has consistently perceived the 

industrial city, in particular, as a cesspool of vice” (Mbembe and Nuttall 354). This directly reflects 

what we see in Inxeba where Kwanda’s queer sexuality is always attributed to the influence of 

Johannesburg, where he lives with his parents.  

The elder’s warning against the influence of the city in the extract highlighted earlier do not 

necessarily entail that the city is indeed the source of homosexuality. As portrayed in the film, 

homosexuality exists even in the remotest traditional places symbolised by the mountain where the 

initiation takes place. If Johannesburg is the epitome of vice, them the film distances it from being 

the root of homoeroticism since the two focal gay characters, Xolani and Vija, have never lived in 
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Johannesburg. Their queerness is rooted in their personal identities and not in their association with 

the modern city. The elder’s fear of the city rather represents his need to keep same-sex desire 

hidden in the blind spots of Xhosa culture and not to make it apparent as seen in the character of 

Kwanda who is openly gay and is not ashamed of his sexuality. In this way, Kwanda represents the 

freedom that modernity, as depicted in the image of Johannesburg, allows homosexual men, and it 

is the agency in his visibility that threatens the homophobic men operating behind the veil of 

“custodians of tradition”.  

The modernity associated with the African city becomes handy as a symbol of social progress, 

which directly also allows the mobility of queer subjects from static spaces of vulnerability to 

creating liveable spaces for themselves in mainstream heteronormative societies. Because the city 

is potent with possibilities of queer mobility, Edgar Nabutanyi notices that most African cultural 

producers and writers “use an urban setting – the city as a metaphor of cosmopolitanism, exposure, 

and enlightenment – to unveil the city as a haven for queer sexual experimentation” (83). As such, 

the association of queer characters with the city, even in Inxeba, should not be misinterpreted as 

evidence that queer sexuality is a product of modernisation, but rather the point that is being made 

is that modernity has opened avenues for the visibility of queer sexualities that have all along been 

deliberately made invisible in African societies. As Mbembe and Nuttall conclude, “[t]here is no 

question that Johannesburg is a city that, from the origins, has symbolised novelty, exuberance, 

adventurism, and, to a large extent, the possibility of a kind of freedom” (366). In Inxeba, 

Johannesburg has been cast as a site depicting the possibility of social progress and queer mobility 

that allows for the unrestricted display of homoeroticism.  

“You cannot talk about what happened on the mountain” 

As established earlier, the representation of African queer identities in Inxeba mostly focuses on 

deliberate silences that take away queer agency and propagate the vulnerability of queer subjects 
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in heteronormative African cultures. The depiction of this silence runs throughout the film and has 

been rendered as a form of violence in its potential to inhabit vulnerability. The violence that 

emanates from this silencing is mostly exhibited in the need to disassociate homosexuality from 

Xhosa masculinity and manhood. In their analysis of the film, Kumalo and Gama establish that the 

place where the initiation into manhood takes place – the mountain, also known as Entabeni – is a 

space that can be seen to be “defined by hypermasculinity” in that “the language of the space and 

its attendant discourses which are patriarchal and masculinist, subsequently exclude[…] queer and 

female bodies” (11). They further argue that the reclamation of manhood and blackness through 

such practices in South Africa often leads to “the birth of violent masculinities” (Kumalo and Gama 

3). It is such violent masculinities that the film exposes as being behind violent acts of homophobia 

aimed at queer silencing.  

Although some scholars have argued that, unlike in Western constructions of masculinities, 

masculine hierarchies among the Xhosa mainly depend on one’s circumcision status rather than 

their sexual orientation (Mfecane 209), some scenes in Inxeba demonstrate that gay men who have 

gone through traditional circumcision are still looked down upon and not considered men enough 

by their heterosexual counterparts. This is mostly seen through the gay bashing that Kwanda is 

subjected to by his fellow initiates. Kwanda’s father also tells Xolani that his son is weak because 

“his mother spoiled him too much” (Trengove 2017). The initiates at one point also approach 

Xolani and chastise him for his suspected homosexuality which they think does not befit the 

attributes of a proper Xhosa man. What is interesting is that Vija’s queerness goes unnoticed by 

the heterosexual characters throughout the film because he can properly hide it behind 

performances of hypermasculinity that involve violence.  

The underlying violence that runs throughout the film’s storyline is vividly represented towards 

the end when Kwanda violently slaughters a goat that the boys, led by Vija, steal from a white man 
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whom they meet on the other side of the mountain. Upon Vija’s instructions, Kwanda kills the goat 

and is left drenched in blood, scaring the rest of the initiates in his ruthlessness. His act of violence 

demonstrates his need for the approval of his manliness by Vija, who does not only represent the 

traditional demands of masculinity and its attendant violence, but also represents the cowardice 

that the culture associates with queer men as he lives in hiding, afraid to express his sexuality. 

Kwanda’s message to Vija may be that even homosexual men are capable of performances of 

excessive masculinity and that being gay does not make one any less of a man.  

The undergirding theme of the vulnerability that lies in queer silencing is epitomised in one of the 

final scenes of the film in which Xolani suggestively kills Kwanda by inflicting a blow to his head 

that sees him rolling down the slope of the mountain. This happens after Kwanda walks in on 

Xolani and Vija in a post-coital position on the outskirts of the initiation camp. Xolani is afraid of 

the knowledge about their sexuality that Kwanda possesses and he sees it as a threat since he does 

not have the courage to come out yet. Throughout their arguments in the process of the initiation, 

Kwanda, as a modern gay man who is not afraid to express his sexuality, challenges Xolani to come 

out of the closet since they live in “South Africa and not Uganda or Zimbabwe” (Trengove 2017). 

His words are meant to assure Xolani that, living in South Africa, he is constitutionally protected 

and need not be afraid of revealing his sexuality. However, living in rural South Africa, Xolani 

knows better than to listen to Kwanda whose experiences in the metropolitan city of Johannesburg 

are radically different.  

In their final exchange, Xolani tells Kwanda that “you cannot talk about what happened on the 

mountain” (Trengove 2017). By this Xolani is, on the one hand, reminding his initiate of the 

secrecy of ulwaluko as a cultural practice and that he should not reveal to uncircumcised men and 

women what goes on at the mountain for one to become a man among the Xhosa. On the other 

hand, Xolani’s words are also a warning to Kwanda not to reveal that there exist homosexual men 
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among traditionally circumcised Xhosa men culturally known as indoda. The presence of Vija and 

Xolani as gay men who were elevated to the position of caregivers within the culture evinces that 

homosexuality exists among traditional Xhosas but its invisibility due to the restrictions of violent 

masculinities leads to misconceptions of its absence in the culture.  

Andrews perceives Xolani’s murder of Kwanda as “a reflection of homophobia within ulwaluko 

spaces, a sign that queer individuals are outsiders to be eliminated in traditional African spaces” 

(“The Broken Mirror” 10). The ending of the film also emphasises the risk of vulnerability that 

comes with the visibility of queer black men living in traditional South African communities that 

do not want to acknowledge the existence of homoerotic desire. The death of Kwanda symbolises 

the reign of silence and that black queers still do not have a voice in South Africa despite 

constitutional liberties granted to queer identities. This lack of voice is earlier highlighted in the 

film when, towards the end of the initiation ceremony, some elders who gather around a fire 

demand of Kwanda to speak to them and he refuses. The group challenges him to speak but Xolani 

defends Kwanda’s silence by telling the elders that “he is my initiate and he will speak when he is 

ready” (Trengove 2017). Kwanda never gets to speak to the gathering and in the end, his voice is 

permanently silenced through his death.  

Despite its tragic ending, Inxeba still offers hope for the possibility of a queer future in the message 

communicated in the final scene of the film where we see Xolani boarding a vehicle heading to the 

city. Throughout their discussions in the film, Kwanda encourages Xolani to move to Johannesburg 

where he would embrace his sexuality and live freely as a gay man. In essence, Kwanda was urging 

Xolani to get rid of the shackles of tradition and embrace the freedom that comes with modernity 

as symbolised in the city if he is to live happily as a gay man. Throughout Inxeba, traditionalists 

have been depicted as hypocrites whose proclamations of purely heterosexual African cultures 

thrive on violence and queer silencing. On the other hand, the city is represented as the hub of 
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agency in the form of queer motility, offering possibilities for progress. As stated above, the 

progress towards a possible queer future is emphasised in the closing scene where Xolani boards 

an automobile heading for the city in an act that does not only reveal his acceptance of his sexuality 

but also his embrace of modernity as represented in the image of the city. To be who he is, he has 

to move. The metaphorical implications of the automobile as a tool for the representation of queer 

mobility are also comprehensively depicted in Wanuri Kahiu’s Rafiki.  

Queer Sexuality as a Site of Political Contestation in Rafiki 

Wanuri Kahiu’s Rafiki (2018) is an adaptation of Monica Arac de Nyeko’s award-winning short 

story, “Jambula Tree”, and it follows the lives of two lesbian teenagers – Kena and Ziki – struggling 

to sustain their relationship in a homophobic society. While de Nyeko’s original story is set in 

Kampala, the events in Rafiki take place in Nairobi where the attitudes towards same-sex desire 

are not very different from those in Uganda. Unlike Inxeba, which is set in a remote place, Rafiki’s 

setting is Nairobi – the metropolis of Kenya – in which we find all the indicators of a city in motion 

that is able to sustain economic, cultural, and ideological exchanges of different sorts. The fast life 

of the city and its potential for social mobility have been vividly symbolised in the ubiquity of 

different modes of transportation ranging from minibuses (locally known as matatus), motorcycles 

(locally known as bodabodas) to skateboards that one of main characters, Kena, uses to move from 

one point to another.  

As already pointed out, one of the challenges facing the production of queer African cinema is the 

problem of reception where censorship boards serving the needs of homophobic audiences stand 

in the way of such productions. In the same way that Inxeba faced a backlash and the risk of a 

possible ban, Rafiki was also not well received by homophobic authorities in Kenya. The film was 

banned from circulation in Kenya since it was regarded as promoting homosexuality in a country 

that does not recognise gay rights in its constitution. In an interview with Africa in Words, Kahiu 
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laments that “the ban came about because I refused to change the ending of the film. The Kenyan 

Film Classification Board wanted the ending of the film to be more remorseful” (Apea, Taylor, and 

West, 2019). The censorship board’s perspective is that such an ending would serve to represent 

same-sex desire as a vice and something that must be avoided if one is to live happily ever after, 

something that has also been noticed to be the trend in most Nollywood films that carry queer 

themes (Green-Simms, “Queer African Cinema” 654). Kahiu’s refusal to twist the ending saw the 

film banned, and in a recent appeal case the High Court of Kenya argued that the ban “does not in 

any way violate Artistic Freedom of Expression, but instead protects the society from moral decay” 

(Durosomu 2019). Such a ruling exposes the homophobia that is ingrained in Kenyan state 

authorities and the dehumanising disregard that they have for queer identities whom they perceive 

as moral pollutants.  

Whereas the censorship board in Kenya frowns at the positive queer themes portrayed in the film, 

Osinubi celebrates the same and views such renditions as progressive in that they have the potential 

of empowering marginalised queer identities on the African continent (“Queer Subjects” 70). 

Osinubi also notices that “[t]he film does not simply depict queer love; it stages African urban life, 

love and politics in a soft but self-assured key” (“Queer Subjects 70”). However, what Osinubi 

fails to mention in his analysis are the metaphorical underpinnings of what the backdrops of the 

city and the political rivalry between the fathers of the two lesbian characters mean in relation to 

queerness in Kenya. Kahiu deliberately foregrounds the political battle for office between Kena’s 

father, John Mwaura, and Ziki’s father, Peter Okemi, to demonstrate that queer sexuality in Kenya 

is a site of heavy political contestation in that the place of queer subjects in the society and their 

chances of flourishing rest in the hands of political leaders who must decide on how individuals 

must perform their sexualities.  
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From the initial scenes in the film, we are introduced to Mama Atim who represents her society’s 

attitude towards queerness and the tendency to intrude into people’s privacy. She is a 

businesswoman who owns a grocery store and she capitalises on her location at the centre of the 

community to monitor the lives of others, including the two protagonists. Mama Atim’s intrusion 

into other people’s privacy is firstly evident in her obsession with the divorce of Kena’s parents. 

Kena’s father, John Mwaura, leaves his wife to marry another woman, apparently because the first 

wife fails to give him a male child. News that the new wife is pregnant with a baby boy excites 

Mama Atim and she employs this as a weapon to taunt both Kena and her mother. This is where 

we first begin to see the role of patriarchy in the society where male children are valued more than 

girls.  

Patriarchal authority is also evoked when Mama Atim notices the growing intimacy between Kena 

and Ziki and wonders whether the two fathers know about this relationship. On the surface, Mama 

Atim’s concern may entail that it is unusual for children of political rivals to befriend each other. 

However, since she suspects that the two girls may be lovers, her question directly confronts the 

two fathers as politicians and seeks their political opinion on same-sex sexuality in Kenya. It must 

be mentioned that most African politicians have used homophobia as political capital to amass 

votes from homophobic publics (McKay and Angotti, 397). This has been more apparent in Uganda 

where Stella Nyanzi and Andrew Karamagi explain that “contestants in the 2011 elections declared 

their stance. Seeking cheap popularity, some promised to work towards passing the Anti-

Homosexuality Bill if elected into parliament” (34). The political situation in Kenya is not very 

different and Mama Atim’s gossip suggests that the relationship between the two girls posed a great 

risk to their fathers’ political careers.  

What is of great interest are the political positions adopted by the two fathers in their campaigns 

for office. The two are different not only in terms of economic capacity, but also in their 
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relationship with the masses and in how they want the populace to perceive them in their 

campaigns. Peter Okemi has relatively heavier financial muscle than his counterpart, John Mwaura. 

This also accounts for the gap in the economic status of Ziki and Kena since they directly depend 

on their fathers for survival. In terms of political framing, John Mwaura presents himself on 

campaign posters as “The People’s Choice” while Peter Okemi is a “Man of Action” (Kahiu 2018). 

These political messages have direct implications on the positions that the two politicians later 

adopt on gay rights. When, through the snooping of Mama Atim, the two girls are outed as lesbians, 

Peter Okemi, as a “Man of Action”, beats up his daughter Ziki, and makes his disapproval of her 

actions public by ostracizing her and sending her abroad to study. On the other hand, John Mwaura 

sides with his daughter and decides to withdraw from the political contest after the “scandal”. As 

“The People’s Choice”, Mwaura supports gay rights and treats queer subjects with the humanity 

that they deserve. His regard for human rights for all costs him his political career as the community 

would rather vote for a man whose action is displayed in the disapproval of gay rights, something 

that reveals the irony in the moral standards of the community which fails to treat all people equally.  

In his essay, “Queer Subjects in Kenyan Cinema: Reflections on Rafiki”, Osinubi argues that Kahiu 

deliberately leaves some of the plotlines in the film incomplete to depict the struggle for queer 

rights in Kenya as an ongoing process (74). He importantly mentions the metaphoric role of modes 

of transportation in the film and suggests that “the use of automobilities signals, within the film, a 

reflexive compositional strategy through which Kahiu problematises the film’s participation in 

global commerce and culture outside the film” (Osinubi 74-75). Adding to his observation, the 

multiple modes of automobility depicted in the film point to the possibilities of and challenges to 

queer mobility in Kenyan society. Through these modes of transportation, Kahiu assesses the 

possibilities of progress and queer agency in the fight for the equality of same-sex identifying 

people in the country. She also problematises the risk of vulnerability that comes with social stasis.  
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Throughout the film, Kena is often seen riding on skateboards or hunched behind one of her friends, 

Blacksta, on a motorcycle, riding around the city. Her travels, using various modes of transportation 

and into and out of different routes, demonstrate her constant search for freedom and possible 

avenues that can ensure the attainment of safe spaces for queer identities in her society. Her 

mobility articulates the struggle for queer spaces in Kenya as work in progress, and modernity (as 

depicted in the city where the story is set and the ubiquity of technologies that make most forms of 

movement possible) offers such possibilities and there is hope that social progress may ensure 

queer liberation in the future. This promise is portrayed in Kena’s ability to move around the city 

and Ziki’s travelling back to the country a few years after her father sent her away in a bid to tame 

her agency.  

In artistic fashion, Kahiu also makes use of figurative representations in Rafiki to explore the safety 

of queer friendly spaces in Kenya. Although scholars like Nabutanyi have praised urban settings 

as sites of “progressive representation[s] of queer sexuality” (86), Kahiu questions the extent to 

which urban spaces can afford safe places of queer experimentation and sexual performance. 

Although the city is regarded as progressive in its embrace of globalisation and modernity, Rafiki 

reveals the risk of vulnerability that the city still inhabits for queer subjects. For instance, Eddie 

Ombagi intones that in Nairobi, “queer spaces of leisure and pleasure […] are imagined, read, and 

decoded as invisible: as being outside the public imaginary. The political and social imaginary does 

not conceive of their presence let alone their use” (108-109). This means that despite visions of 

social progress in sub-Saharan African cities, queer friendly spaces still harbour the risk of 

vulnerability.  
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Figure 3. Ziki seeking refuge in a stationary van in Rafiki 

 

In the film, the risk of vulnerability in queer friendly establishments has been represented in the 

stationary van that Kena and Ziki retreat to every time they want to be intimate. As a space of queer 

intimacy, the van has been located on the outskirts of the society; ruined outside but beautiful and 

comfortable inside. As a symbolic representation of queer friendly places in Nairobi, and by 

extension in most of sub-Saharan African countries where homosexuality is illegal, the van’s 

immobility emphasises the vulnerability of such spaces and their failure to fully support queer 

motility as agency for progressive movement. These places are spaces of refuge (as seen in a scene 

where Ziki and Kena run from the rain into the van for shelter) but they are also haunted by the 

homophobia around them, which restricts queer mobility. The eventual discovery of the two lovers 

in the immobile van by Mama Atim and her company questions the limits of these safe spaces and 

unearths the agentic power of ephemera in queer mobility. The message is that any form of social 

stasis holds a risk of vulnerability for queer African identities and as such, queerness must always 

be on the move, creating new spaces of existence.  
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The Colourful and the Possessed 

Apart from the position of fathers in the film, the role of mothers and other women is also 

something demanding attention. Women in Rafiki have been represented as playing central roles 

in the formulation of socio-political discourses from various fronts. The actions of Mama Atim 

reveal the power that women have in influencing public opinion, albeit from the domestic and 

peripheral spaces that they occupy in patriarchal societies. Mama Atim, just like other women in 

the film, does not take a frontline role in making political decisions but her influence is somehow 

what drives the male politicians towards their choices. Her disapproval of the relationship between 

Kena and Ziki, for example, decides the political contest between Peter Okemi and John Mwaura 

and, consequently, informs public opinion on the place of same-sex identifying couples in the 

community.  

On the other hand, the mothers of Kena and Ziki represent how women endure and absorb social 

shocks in domestic spaces resulting from political decisions that are made in the public sphere by 

men. Ziki’s mother is not particularly against her relationship with Kena, but she exhibits a deep 

concern for the safety of her daughter in the homophobic society in which they live. In contrast, 

Kena’s mother expresses her deep resentment for her daughter’s actions and is constantly in 

emotional distress. This may be because she is also absorbing other shocks from the community 

that sees her as a failure ever since her husband left her for another woman. When the two girls are 

outed, Kena’s mother thinks that her daughter is “possessed” and takes her to church for spiritual 

cleansing in order to prove to the society that she is not the one to blame for her daughter’s 

perceived moral injury (Kahiu 2018).  

Here, the role of religion in enforcing heteronormativity and restraining homosexuality is evident. 

As explored in the previous chapters, religion is identified as one of the tools that enhance queer 

vulnerability and restrict queer agency. To quote Kapya Kaoma, “[g]enerally, African religious 
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leaders view gays as demon possessed” (6). Jennifer Muchiri contends that “the church in Kenya 

has been most anti-gay, either without realising or wilfully ignoring the fact that the same 

individuals struggling to live with the communally unaccepted sexual identity are also its 

members” (173). In the film, Kena’s acceptance to be taken to church for cleansing evinces her 

loss of agency in the face of overpowering heteronormative forces. In Ziki, this loss of agency is 

represented in the ignoble fact that she has no say over her parent’s decision to send her abroad. 

Nevertheless, assessing the films depiction of the central characters, one would argue that it is not 

the two lesbian lovers who are possessed, but rather the homophobic members of the society (as 

represented in Mama Atim) due to their obsession with the private affairs of others.  

As already mentioned, Kahiu admits that she wanted to send out a positive message in the film, 

which Osinubi agrees is “outside the Afro-pessimism that frequently colours representations of 

African LGBTQ lives” (“Queer Subjects” 70). As such, despite exposing the challenges that queer 

identities in sub-Saharan Africa face and the vulnerability that still persists in spite of remarkable 

feats of social progress, Rafiki has a positive ending in that it hints at the possibility of queer 

futurity. The coming back of Ziki to the neighbourhood a few years after she was sent away is a 

manifestation of hope in the continuation of her relationship with Kena, which maps a future for 

queer intimacy. The two lesbian characters have also been positively portrayed with successful 

careers for social progress and their lives have been represented as full of colour. Among other 

things, the colour may symbolise life and is an expression of the beauty inherent in queer sexuality 

and queer subjects as blossoming with life. 

To borrow the words of Kwame Edwin Otu in his analysis of Mohamed Camara’s Dakan, the film 

paves way for queer futurity in that it “sets the stage for an ‘afro-queer’ future that overcomes the 

anticipations of heteronormativity. If regimes governed by heteronormative logics confirm the 

expectation that success only results from heteromonogamous coupling and heteroerotic 
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capitalism, the film’s main protagonists […] disprove this as fiction” (11-12). The argument here 

is that, by portraying Ziki and Kena as successful and happy, Rafiki anticipates “afro-queer futures 

disallowed by the heteronormative order of the nation” (12) that strives to represent queerness with 

perpetual pessimism and frustration. 

Otu further argues that afro-queer futurity “refuses the anticipations and expectations established 

by heteronormativity, which mostly revolve around heteromonogamy, a crucial bastion of 

compulsory heterosexuality” (22). In Rafiki, lesbian romance has been positively presented as an 

alternative form of sexuality that can thrive in the same way as heteroeroticism, with its challenges 

and leaps. Lyn Johnstone further articulates that the choice of Njoki Karu’s song, “Stay”, at the 

end of the film “seems to underscore the futurity that has been present throughout the film” (44). 

She quotes the lyrics of the song – “walk with me far above the horizon. Play with me, we can put 

the stars to bed. Watch with me, ‘till the morning sun arises. Wait with me, just wait with me ‘till 

the end” (Johnstone 44) – as emphasising the persistence of the love affair between the two 

protagonists even in the face of the vulnerability and risks that mark their queer identities in Kenya.  

 

Figure 4. Kena and Ziki on one of their outings in Rafiki 
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Commenting on the use of sound and colour in the film, Osinubi reiterates that the bright colours 

and the Afro-pop soundtrack that accompany the action are meant to “avoid the pessimistic 

narratives about sexual minorities in African countries” (“Queer Subjects” 72). The director, 

Kahiu, argues that she depicted the girls with so much colour to portray “the differences between 

their world and the real Kenyan world and how hard it can be to navigate the two” (Opea, Taylor, 

and West, 2019). Queer people always stand out in heteronormative societies due to their perceived 

difference in mannerisms and sexuality. She further reveals that she also used colour “to highlight 

the noise, the claustrophobia that is created around the girls when they are not together” (Opea, 

Taylor, and West, 2019). The presence of the noise about queerness in the film has been vividly 

reflected in the character of Mama Atim who is at the centre of gossip in her community. It is worth 

pointing out that through its positive rendition of queer themes and the artistic blending of 

figurative tools in relating its central message of queer mobility, Rafiki offers hope for queer 

futurity and the possibility of queer agency in sub-Saharan African socio-political spaces while 

acknowledging the persistent risk of vulnerability.  

Documenting African Queer Realties on Screen 

While fictional representations of queer African lives on screen are steadily gaining ground and 

receiving critical attention, documentaries of African sexual minorities are perhaps the most 

contested form of cinematic representations. Whereas it is widely acknowledged that “the place of 

documentaries in educating, changing lives and affecting social change cannot be overemphasised” 

since they have a wider reach than the written word (Azuah 14), critics have grappled with the 

question of sincerity of representation in documentaries of African queer identities. The concern is 

that most of these documentaries are either produced by non-Africans or by African producers who 
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have been funded by Western agencies who may have their own agendas for working in Africa.21 

To give a picture on the roots of such concerns, of the four documentaries that I analyse here, three 

(God Loves Uganda, Call Me Kuchu, and The Pearl of Africa) have Western producers and only 

Veil of Silence is produced by a Nigerian transgender woman, Noni Salma, who at the time of 

production was living as Habeeb Lawal.  

Some of the critics who have questioned the role of the West in African cinematic productions of 

queer identities have cited the risk of misrepresentation where African sexuality debates may be 

rendered in Western terms, ignoring the fact that sexual and gender realities in the two locations 

may be different. In his critique of God Loves Uganda, Siobhan McGuirk bemoans the depiction 

of the film’s Ugandan cast as people with no agency who are at the mercy of Western 

interventionists (McGuirk 1). Directed by Roger Ross Williams, God Loves Uganda explores the 

role of American rightist Christian evangelists in Uganda’s homosexuality debates. The 

documentary reveals that these evangelists played a huge role in lobbying for the Anti-

Homosexuality Act in the Ugandan parliament in 2013. The film follows a group of young 

conservative American Christians who come to Uganda preaching, among other things, 

homophobia, with the aim of making disciples of the gospel. 

McGuirk interrogates the representation of the gullibility of native Ugandans in their uncritical 

reception of such misleading messages and this is what informs her critique of the film. What she 

does not consider is the role that faith plays in most African countries where religious teachings 

are rarely questioned and have indeed become the source of many social evils, including 

homophobia. Putting the documentary in its socio-historical context, one would realise that the 

 
21 For example, God Loves Uganda was funded by the influential Ford Foundation. According to Influence Watch, 

the foundation has been a major force in American culture, and it has offered support to left-wing and centre-left 

organisations whose agendas are counter rightist. As such, it becomes interesting to note that God Loves Uganda 

counters anti-homosexuality messages preached by American rightist Christian evangelists in Uganda. In the conflict 

between those lobbying for gay rights and those in opposition that unfolds in the documentary, one can see American 

politics playing out in Africa.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



166 

 

producers do not necessarily depict Ugandans as people who lack agency, but they rather unveil 

the role of Christianity as a religion in enhancing the vulnerability of African queer subjects. As it 

has already been pointed out throughout this thesis, the role of religion in perpetrating homophobia 

in Africa cannot be overemphasised.  

Another documentary that has received notable criticism on the question of representation is Call 

Me Kuchu, produced by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika Zouhali-Worrall who are based in 

the USA and the UK, respectively. The film is set against the background of controversies that 

followed the passing of the Anti-Homosexuality Act in Uganda; assessing the role that the media 

played in championing homophobia and demonstrating the ways in which queer rights groups tried 

to fight the legislation. Call Me Kuchu also documents the murder of one of the most notable 

Ugandan queer rights activists, David Kato. Among the critics of the film, Carrie Hart and Rick 

Dillwood commend the important messages that the documentary is trying to communicate but 

their concern is on the political and ideological dangers that lie in the fact that “its non-Ugandan 

producers do not include any explicit explanation of or reflection on their own roles in making the 

film” (1011). The point they are making is that such failures at disclosure may give room to biases 

that some audiences may not be aware of. They go on to question the film’s popularity in the West 

and not within Africa as something suspect (Hart and Dillwood 1011).  

The production of these films, the topics that they address, and their reception, ignite pertinent 

postcolonial questions that border on the nature of the relationship between Africa and the West. 

Those who challenge the involvement of Western producers in African queer cinema seem to be 

concerned with the possibility of the continuation of colonial tropes about Africa dressed in the 

language of human rights activism. But as Nyanzi and Karamagi importantly notice, “the question 

of foreignness within the debate of homosexuality in [Africa] is paradoxical because both anti-gay 

and pro-gay camps partner […] with foreign allies sympathetic to their divergent causes” (35). 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



167 

 

Perhaps the most striking point to take home from this paradox is how mobility in modern 

dispensations has influenced cultural exchanges that have impacted on the agency and vulnerability 

of sexual minorities in sub-Saharan Africa. To quote one of the leading voices in Ugandan queer 

scholarship, Kaoma: 

[g]lobalisation has not just compressed the world, but widened the levels of transcontinental 

interactions, weakened cultural boundaries, and broken up space and time in socio-political 

and economic interactions. […] globalisation has made it easy for anti-LGBTQ and pro-

LGBTQ rights interest groups to connect globally, and share resources, ideas, and strategies. 

(2) 

Kaoma’s observation highlights the role of mobility in exchanges of economic and cultural capital 

and the impact that this has on queer rights in Africa. Global movements have also seen the 

inception of queer cinema in Africa which “enables different ways of being in the world and, more 

than this, that create different worlds” (Schoonover and Galt 5). Through cinema, African 

audiences have been exposed to gender and sexual realities that have mostly remained on the 

margins of cultural productions and discursive platforms. The debates that have arisen from these 

documentaries indicate that the sudden surge in the screening of lived experiences of queer 

Africans is effective in making marginalised African gender and sexual minorities visible, not only 

in Africa but across the world. The documentaries also expose contemporary Africa as a socio-

political site that has heavily been affected by mobility and the exchange of ideas that are informing 

new ways of conceiving Africans as people and Africa as a geopolitical space.  

The fact that most of the producers of these documentaries and their critics are non-African points 

to the need for African filmmakers and cultural practitioners to engage more with queer theory and 

queer representations on the continent so that African sexuality is not marginalised and “colonised 

in global discourses” (Clarke 176). If the concern on representation in African queer cinema rests 

on fears of some Western filmmakers sending out a dangerously distorted “single story” (Adichie 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



168 

 

2009) about African sexuality in the disguise of human rights activism, I would argue that any story 

that exposes the vulnerability of sexual minorities on the continent is a balancing act since for a 

long time the single story has been that African sexuality is heterosexual, and that nonnormative 

gender and sexual identities are aberrations. There is need for queer activists to represent African 

queerness especially by making use of cinematic technology whose power in conferring identities, 

Azuah argues, “emanates from the fact that it is so close to real life” (14).  

The White-Saviour Industrial Complex22 and the Colonisation of African Sexuality 

As balancing acts to the single story of a purely heterosexual Africa, God Loves Uganda, Call Me 

Kuchu, Veil of Silence, and The Pearl of Africa manifest as agentic acts in discourses of queer 

African genders and sexualities. These documentaries do not only visualise African queer subjects 

on screen but go further to expose the sources of queer vulnerability on the continent and highlight 

the ways in which agency is sought in restrictively homophobic environments. As earlier alluded 

to, one of the main sources of homophobia that these documentaries present is conservative 

evangelical Christianity as mostly relayed in God Loves Uganda where Williams explores the 

detrimental role of American conservative evangelicals of The International House of Prayer 

(IHOP) in promoting homophobia in Uganda.  

The main narrator in the documentary is Reverend Kapya Kaoma, a US based Zambian whose 

research on the Christian right and LGBT rights in Uganda had him flee the country for fear of 

persecution. Through his voice, among others, we are introduced to the evangelical work of IHOP 

in Uganda, supported by American evangelist, Pastor Scott Lively, and Ugandan preachers like 

Pastor Robert Kayanja and Pastor Martin Ssempa who welcome young Americans coming for 

missionary work in Uganda. The paradox of the involvement of Western fronts in African 

 
22 In a 2012 essay published in The Atlantic, Teju Cole identifies “the white saviour industrial complex” as an 

ideological arena where Western interventionists in “African problems” often cast Africa as a place in need of 

salvation, evocative of the Conradic narrative of Africa as the Dark Continent.  
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homosexuality debates that Nyanzi and Karamagi mention are evident from the first scenes of the 

film where the American based Reverend Kaoma accuses Pastor Ssempa of being “an American 

in African skin” since he was trained by American conservatives and preaches their ideology 

(Williams 2013). Even though the irony here is striking, it is interesting to notice that although the 

two preachers have American connections, their ideas on gay rights are radically different and the 

two come out as antitheses of each other throughout the documentary.  

While most of the preachers in the documentary speak against homosexuality, it is only Kaoma 

and Bishop Christopher Senyonjo of Church of Uganda who support gay rights. It is not surprising 

that Bishop Senyonjo was later excommunicated from his church for his support of the rights of 

sexual minorities. As Adriaan van Klinken and Masiiwa Gunda critically observe, representations 

of the conflict between Christianity and homosexuality in Africa may tend to suggest that all 

members of the faith are homophobic, but it is pertinent to know that it is not all African theologians 

who “take up cudgels against homosexuality” (116). They give an example of academically trained 

theologians, like Desmond Tutu, who have taken leading roles in defending gay rights in South 

Africa (Van Klinken and Gunda 116).  

A host of images in the documentary capture the obsession with Christianity that is rampant in 

modern-day Uganda. The film captures men preaching in the streets of Kampala where most of the 

businesses are christened Christian names. These are scenes that are common in most 

underdeveloped sub-Saharan African countries, like Malawi, Zambia, and Kenya, for example. The 

strong attachment of the masses to the Christian message of hope for heaven in these countries can 

partly be attributed to high levels of economic affliction that have made most people question the 

meaning of their existence. As such, religion in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa takes up the 

Marxist identified role as “the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the 

soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people” (Marx 131). This is one of the reasons 
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that make these places fertile grounds for the infiltration of homophobic ideas covered in Christian 

messages by Western conservatives.  

 

Figure 5. A scene depicting a crowd protesting gay rights in God Loves Uganda 

 

What stands out in the documentary, and perhaps the reason for its criticism from some quarters, 

is that the infiltration of conservative evangelism in Uganda has been presented as a form of neo-

colonialism in its patronising gesture. In the words of Reverend Kaoma, the missionaries who come 

to Uganda “believe that they have a God-given mandate to rule the world” (Williams 2013). This 

view is manifested in the comments about America’s role in Africa that senator Mike Pence makes 

in the film where he emphasises that America must “not only send money to Africa, but also values 

that work” (Williams 2013). This patronising attitude towards Africa not only infantilises the 

continent, but it is also the reason why the evangelists think they need to dictate and control African 

sexuality. The Christian ethos and ideology of saving the nations that the missionaries adopt is an 

ideology of domination that is imperialist and colonial in nature.  

The role of cultural artefacts and technologies of mobility (not only of people but also of 

information) in the advent of globalisation has been brought in the limelight in the spread of these 

ideas. In the documentary, the missionaries are seen flying from The United States of America to 
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Uganda where they also make use of various modes of automobility to spread their messages to 

the remotest parts of the country. The vulnerability of these remote populations to negative 

messages and that of members of the Ugandan queer community have been vividly captured and 

bared through the motion of the film itself in the process of recording and the subsequent movement 

of the final product across cultures and the boundaries of nation-states. The film also reveals that, 

by enabling the spread of homophobia, the mobility of ideas in global spaces harbours the risk of 

social stasis and pose as a challenge to queer mobility in the most vulnerable of marginalised 

populations of sub-Saharan Africa.  

The actions of the IHOP evangelists in Uganda and their active role in the criminalisation of 

homosexuality in the country are best conceived through Teju Cole’s construction of “the white-

saviour industrial complex” (2012). Cole argues that misrepresentations of Africa as a Dark 

Continent in need of salvation have reproduced Africa as  

[a] space onto which white egos can conveniently be projected. It is a liberated space in which 

the usual rules do not apply: a nobody from America or Europe can go to Africa and become 

a godlike saviour or, at the very least, have his or her emotional needs satisfied. Many have 

done it under the banner of “making a difference”. (Cole 2012) 

Cole’s argument is that such euphemisms view Africans as people who lack agency and are not 

intelligent enough to decide their own lives or make a difference. These are ideas mostly imbedded 

in intergenerational racism in some Westerners, and ignorance about Africa as a geopolitical space 

and Africans as people.  

In his review of the film, Michael T. MacDonald crucially notes that the film brings to light the 

effects of transnational connections and other forms of movements in the twenty-first century. In 

his words, the film “shows the transnational nature of oppressive discourse and its influence by 

capitalist logic and conservative values. Williams helps viewers understand that these images of 

religious and political hatred are a result of cultures in contact” (MacDonald 167). To further add 
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to his observations, God Loves Uganda exposes the vulnerability of queer African lives whose 

survival or lack thereof is carelessly left at the disposal of a commotion of ideas about their 

sexuality that consequently inform public attitudes towards them. As witnessed in Call Me Kuchu, 

which complements God Loves Uganda, and Veil of Silence, religious extremism in some parts of 

sub-Saharan Africa has led to punitive legislations, public outrage, and systematic approval of 

homophobia, rendering queer lives vulnerable and on the cusp of invisibility.  

Queer Vulnerability, Politics, and the Media 

Call Me Kuchu and Veil of Silence are both set against the backdrop of the enactment of Anti-

Homosexuality laws in Uganda and Nigeria, respectively. The Anti-Homosexuality Bill was tabled 

in the Ugandan parliament in 2009 by a ruling party Member of Parliament, David Bahati, a self-

proclaimed born-again Christian (Nyanzi and Karamagi 25). Nyanzi and Karamagi describe the 

bill as “a culmination of conservative Christian rightists’ mobilising and organising that emerged 

from a March 2009 conference entitled ‘Exposing the Homosexual Agenda’ convened by Family 

Life Network and featuring anti-gay and ex-gay American evangelists” (25). What is striking is 

how the mobilising of the American evangelicals and their Ugandan counterparts was able to garner 

political support and inform public opinion in the formulation of the anti-gay legislation in the 

country.  

Call Me Kuchu and Veil of Silence explore how homophobia has been employed by some 

politicians in sub-Saharan Africa for them to gain political mileage. As depicted in these two films, 

the rage against homosexuality, based on its perceived sinfulness and un-Africanness, has found 

itself as frontline news in homophobic tabloids and newspapers, to political podiums where 

politicians who speak against homosexuality become favourites among the masses. As Nyanzi and 

Karamagi relate of the Ugandan situation, in 2011, president Yoweri Museveni used the Anti-

Homosexuality Bill to regain the presidency by “project[ing] himself internally as a fervent 
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supporter of outlawing homosexuality” (33). The president understood that “being locally 

perceived as opposed to anti-homosexuality legislation would cost him popularity among Ugandan 

voters” (Nyanzi and Karamagi 33). 

In this project, the president is passionately supported by his wife Janet Museveni, who advances 

“a religious discourse that reflects her fantasises about an ideal Ugandan subjectivity structured 

around morality” (Were 172). She does this to suppress any form of moral dissent and to solidify 

the first family’s political authority. In this religious-centred political narrative, homosexuality is 

prohibited as it is cast as the Other of what is considered virtuous in the Ugandan society. This 

tendency among African politicians has also been noted in South Africa (Seale 2006), Malawi, and 

Nigeria (where Veil of Silence is set) (McKay and Angotti 397). The two documentaries expose 

how this perpetrates the vulnerability of queer identities who are denied agency by both the law 

and political authorities.  

Lawal’s Veil of Silence enjoys the privilege of having been directed and produced by a member of 

the Nigerian queer community – a transgender woman now living as Noni Salma – who, through 

her experience working on the film, commends the role that documentaries play in enhancing queer 

visibility in sub-Saharan Africa by becoming “great tools to starting conversations and building 

bridges” (Azuah 12). Indeed, her position as a queer identifying director might have helped in 

bringing to light stories that could not have been shared had they been sought by an outsider, 

bearing in mind the fear of violence that members of the cast express. One of the interviewees in 

the documentary, Valentine Crown Tunbi, mentions the fear of violence that he has by just 

appearing on the documentary. Some of the people who share their experiences in the film chose 

to hide their identities for fear of attacks if the film gets in the wrong hands. This attests to the 

observation by Osinubi who reiterates:  
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when documentaries address marginalisation, well-being, and the effects of homophobic 

violence, they inevitably foreground the vulnerability of the participants in the films; such 

vulnerability remains even when filmmakers methodically counterbalance it with scenes of 

celebration or with narratives of success. (“Representations” 333) 

The dilemma of fuelling queer vulnerability in efforts to exercise agency is one of serious concern 

among filmmakers working in parts of sub-Saharan Africa where homosexuality is criminalised by 

law. But even in a country like South Africa where the law is not a challenge, the risk of 

vulnerability in appearing in such documentaries is still high as most of the population is very much 

homophobic. In the making of Call Me Kuchu, Wright and Zouhali-Worrall attempt the 

counterbalancing act identified by Osinubi by starting the documentary with a celebration of an 

anniversary of a gay couple. Much as the film lays down a plethora of queer vulnerabilities in 

Uganda, the producers take pains at promoting queer agency by, among other things, telling success 

stories of activism and explaining to the audience the ordinariness of queer lives against notions of 

their threatening nature that flood mainstream discourses.  

Perhaps the greatest threat due to visibility in the media that queer identities in sub-Saharan Africa 

face does not come from their appearance in video documentaries of activism, but rather the 

greatest risk comes when they are featured in mainstream media against their approval. On top of 

telling the stories of members of the Ugandan queer community like David Kato, Naome, Stosh, 

Long Johns, Kasha, and Frank, Call Me Kuchu follows a court case in which queer rights activists 

drag a Ugandan newspaper, Rolling Stone, to court for character assassination and endangering 

people’s lives. This is after the newspaper published names and photographs of people suspected 

to be gay in Uganda with a call for the society to hang them. As interviewed in the film, the editor 

of the paper, Giles Muhame, shows no empathy nor remorse for his actions and he happily 

confesses that he takes pride in breaching people’s privacy and spreading anti-homosexuality 

propaganda and sensationalism. Muhame’s demeanour in the film is nothing but disturbing.  
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Figure 6. Editor of Rolling Stone brandishing one of their publications in Call Me Kuchu 

  

In their concerted efforts to fuel homophobia, Rolling Stone blamed a terrorist attack in Kampala 

on homosexuals just to expose them to danger. This shows the extent to which some media outlets 

in parts of sub-Saharan Africa are willing to go in making gender and sexual minorities vulnerable. 

A report by “Gender Links for Equality and Justice” indicates that “African media has a history of 

sensationalising stories related to LGBT issues” (“Gender Links” 1). The report further notices that 

“journalists tend to report on LGBT people in negative ways, or not at all” observing that “in 

extreme situations, such as in examples from Uganda and Malawi, media reports have crossed 

serious ethical lines, calling for arrests of LGBT people” (“Gender Links” 2-3). Call Me Kuchu 

exposes vulnerabilities created by such forms of irresponsible journalism in Uganda. Such hate 

publications are not restricted to Rolling Stone alone, but also appear in other Ugandan newspapers 

like Red Pepper (Nabutanyi 82). 

An interesting twist in the film comes when the High Court in Uganda rules against Rolling Stone 

in the case that the queer rights activists brought to court. Despite the fact that the Anti-

Homosexuality Act was fully in operation in Uganda at the time, the court found the actions of the 

newspaper to be in breach of basic human rights. Part of the ruling reads: 
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this is the ruling of the honourable Justice: it must be noted that this application is not about 

homosexuality per se, it is about fundamental rights and freedoms. Clearly the call to hang 

gays in dozens tends to tremendously threaten their right to human dignity. Court would upon 

that account issue the injunction sought by the applicants restraining the respondents from 

any further publications of the identities of the persons and homes of the applicants, and 

homosexuals generally. (Wright and Zouhali-Worrall 2012) 

The court’s ruling entails that queer people must be accorded equal rights under the law like any 

other person in Uganda. The judgement also reveals the inconsistency in the law in Uganda at the 

time of the trial where a constitution that claims to defend human rights also contains provisions 

that directly infringe on the same rights as seen in the Anti-Homosexuality Act. This may be one 

of the reasons the act was finally repealed with some of its clauses, such as a death penalty for 

homosexuals, revoked (Nyanzi and Karamagi 26).   

The introduction of anti-homosexuality acts in countries like Uganda and Nigeria, for example, 

confirms what scholars like Sylvia Tamale observe – that “homophobia has become a political tool 

used by conservative politicians to promote self-serving agendas” (“Confronting” 31). The 

deliberate ignoring of the personhood of queer people in these societies by merely using their 

identities for political mileage reveals the dehumanisation that is at the heart of popular political 

discourses that inform queer vulnerability in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa. In Veil of Silence, 

Lawal presents a recording of a Nigerian senator, Chima Nnaji, who punts the stereotype that 

Nigerian men must avoid homosexuality because most homosexual men in the society are “walking 

around wearing pampers” (Lawal 2014). Despite its absurdity, this stereotype seems to have gained 

traction in Nigeria’s anti-homosexuality dialogues such that it is also the subject of discussion in, 

Olakunle Ologunro’s short story, “Pampers”, analysed in the previous chapter.  

In their renditions of queer African lives on screen, one thing that Veil of Silence and Call Me 

Kuchu share is the vivid representation of queer vulnerability in homophobic African countries. 

Upon outlining the vulnerabilities facing sexual minorities, Veil of Silence ends with an 
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advancement of the human rights plea on the need to recognise every person as human despite their 

sexual orientation and other attributes that make people different. While the film does not 

demonstrate the ways in which the marginalised groups cultivate agency for activism, Call Me 

Kuchu does this by bringing to the audience stories of survival amidst the victimisation of the queer 

community in Uganda. For example, after the murder of David Kato, members of the queer 

community in Uganda are depicted holding a party in celebration of his life. The party is essentially 

a celebration of the continued survival of queer lives amidst the violence and persecution that they 

face in Uganda.  

The title of the film itself, Call Me Kuchu, is an act of activism deliberately employed by the 

producers. According to Tamale, “kuchu” is a name that Ugandan gays and lesbians have chosen 

to refer to themselves as an agentic act of self-naming (“Out of the Closet” 3).23 She explains:  

There are several stigmatised terms to describe homosexuals in Uganda, but the commonest 

one is abasiyazi (others include kyafoko, and eyumayuma). However, Ugandan gays and 

lesbians identify themselves simply with the term kuchu (plural kuchus). […] Society 

considers them a moral outrage, but they have rejected all negative labels and constructed an 

alternative positive and empowering self-identification. (Tamale “Out of the Closet” 3) 

In self-identifying as kuchus, members of the Ugandan queer community create space for 

themselves and project their identities onto the dominant culture that seeks to make them invisible 

through discriminatory verbal slurs and acts of physical violence. Eventually, “kuchuism” becomes 

an expression of agency and a means of survival in their resistance and resilience in the face of 

vulnerability (Lusimbo and Bryan 325).  

 
23 NB: This act of self-naming parallels what Judith Butler discusses in “Critically Queer” where she notices that 

“the subject who is ‘queered’ into public discourse through homophobic interpellations of various kinds takes up and 

cites that very term as the discursive basis for an opposition” (177). What is interesting in the Ugandan context is that 

queer subjects have gone a step further to not only adopt existing derogatory terms, but also to coin a term for 

themselves which becomes a demonstration of agency, defiance, and linguistic mobility.  
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As stated earlier, the two documentaries relate several challenges that queer identities in Nigeria 

and Uganda face – from being disowned by their families as Johnny Mathew and Taiwo Samuel 

Lawal explain in Veil of Silence, to being infected with HIV during corrective rapes as narrated by 

the Ugandan lesbian, Stosh, in Call Me Kuchu. However, the risk of vulnerability has been 

epitomised in the killing of David Kato in Call Me Kuchu. The film relates that Kato was killed by 

an attacker in his house following his exposure as a gay man by the Rolling Stone newspaper. In 

depicting the life and death of Kato, Wright and Zouhali-Worrall explore his family life and the 

relationship that he enjoys with, among others, his mother. His death sends shocks of grief around 

the queer community and to his immediate family. By highlighting the emotional distress created 

by Kato’s murder, the film seeks to emphasise the humanity of queer subjects who are victims of 

dehumanisation in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Kato is given a Christian burial, led by 

reverend Senyonjo, and on this, Diabate’s analysis of funerals of queer individuals in Zanele 

Muholi’s Films4Peace directly applies:  

[f]oregrounding queer death to spark discussions about queer life, [the film] represents an 

assertion of queerness against the imposition of a heterosexual denial of queerness. […] The 

ubiquity of conventional Christian tropes of redemption and peace, candles, and crosses, 

serves to resist the argument that same-sex sexuality is un-Christian, rendering the film not 

only assertive but also utterly defiant. […] The formation of a caring community to which the 

queer life was dear and recognised as grievable constitutes one of the films formidable 

messages of ‘peace’. (Diabate 33) 

In focusing on the life and death of David Kato, the producers represent queer lives in Butlerian 

terms as grievable lives. The ending of the film ignites hope as reflected in the words of one of 

Kato’s friends, Long John, who dares that queer people “claimed their space at David’s burial” and 

that they “have been empowered through the death of David” (Wright and Zouhali-Worrall 2012). 

Perhaps, the poem below by the exiled Nigerian queer poet, Romeo Oriogun, impeccably captures 

the negative effects of homophobic dehumanisation that these documentary films attempt to portray 
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on screen. At the same time, it also portrays the determination, assertiveness, optimism, and agency 

that queer Africans demonstrate in the face of vulnerability:  

Departure 

I do know about the hate that sinks a name 

and turns water into homes drowning boys, 

I cannot speak because my mouth is a grave. 

Everyday men hurting bodies filled with love 

are praised as heroes, 

are hailed as saviours opening bodies 

into fields eaten by locusts.  

 

I was born to be darkness hiding under a cave, 

I know the weight of exile in a body. 

 

The maestro said all art is full of departure. 

I was born to hold a boy on a bus station, 

shake him loose, a house leaking memories 

and tell him go, run, live 

until we meet again. 

 

Tired of running, of drinking whiskey  

in the afternoon to forget 

the darkness you pushed me into. 

I open my body into pain and bring out your words 

faggot, sin, bones waiting for the tongue of fire. 

I let them slice me, burn me. 

I was born into a war. My God’s duty is to hide 

the honey dripping from my mouth. 

I write the names of lovers leaving for Libya. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



180 

 

I let it grow on their tongues so they won’t forget 

how they lived in the dark before finding Agadez, 

pathway, a road across the sea.  

 

I worship the day because I survived the night. 

I’m in a bus station 

saying bye to boys searching for cities 

where they can hold hands and walk on beaches. 

I know what it means to live here, 

with words invented for hate, with wounds asked to be silent. 

And when they leave, I want to whisper into ears 

filled with the fear of dying in the Sahara 

Do not forget I still live here.  

(Oriogun 5-6) 

In the poem above, Oriogun’s persona expresses his frustration with the ostracisation of queer 

people from some parts of Africa where homophobia is encouraged and those perpetrating hate 

towards queer bodies are celebrated as heroes. He laments how this distresses and alienates queer 

subjects by forcing them into both physical and psychological exile. However, the poem expresses 

hope for queer futurity, particularly in its final line where the persona projects his existence onto 

the marginalising culture: “Do not forget I still live here” (Oriogun 6).  

The Pearl of Africa: A Glimpse into Transgender Life in Uganda 

Before concluding the chapter, I would like to provide a brief analysis of Jonny von Wallström’s 

film, The Pearl of Africa, which documents the life of Cleopatra Kambugu – the first transgender 

woman to come out of Uganda. Von Wallström’s production is a rare contribution to the archive 

of African queer representations in which there is a dearth in both written and cinematic narratives 

of transgender identities. As already pointed out in the second chapter of the thesis where, among 

other works, I analyse two autobiographies of transgender people, most transgender narratives on 
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the continent have come out of South Africa. This fact carries the risk of painting an image that 

suggests that there exist no transgender people in other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Osinubi 

concurs with this observation in arguing that, “the film’s focus on Cleopatra’s life with her partner, 

Nelson, sets it apart from other documentaries. Its advent acutely underlines the absence of 

transgender experiences in existing representations of nonnormative sexualities in Anglophonic 

African cinema” (“Representations” 335). 

In The Pearl of Africa, Von Wallström invests a lot of energy in creating awareness about 

transgender identity and the never-ending process of transitioning. As stated above, the film 

follows Cleopatra and her partner, Nelson Kasaija, from Kampala all the way to Thailand where 

she undergoes gender reassignment surgery, to Kenya where she finally settles. The central theme 

of gender transitioning as a journey is rendered artistically through figurative representations of 

mobility that run throughout the film. This is evident from the very first scenes of the documentary 

as we see the camera cruising across the streets of Kampala; sweeping through dilapidated 

buildings into the heart of the city. Von Wallström also captures the movement of motorcycles 

(locally known as bodabodas) that are the most reliable mode of transportation to get through the 

heavy and sometimes stagnant traffic of Kampala. From there, the camera rolls onto the countryside 

as it captures the landscape of the periphery from the window of a train whose motion remains in 

focus.  

Such depictions of mobility in the film recast the transgender life in focus as a life in motion. As 

elaborated in the analysis of Tomson’s Always Anastacia and Mabenge’s Becoming Him, narratives 

of transgenderism tend to employ the journey motif to indicate the unfixity, not only of gender, but 

of identity in general. Unlike other identities under the umbrella of LGBTIQ+, transgender identity 

stands out in that it does not only seek inclusion in the consideration for basic human rights, but it 

also demands the recognition of the “radically new knowledge about the experience of being in a 
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body” that it represents, which “can be the basis for very different ways of seeing the world” 

(Halberstam, Trans* 87). Transgender identity is best conceived as a radically deconstructive form 

of being that disrupts normative notions of identity construction relying on Cartesian binary logic.  

In postcolonial contexts, the presence of transgender identities signifies multiple possibilities of 

identity reconfiguration and self-assertion that postcolonial subjects and nations are constantly 

exploring. In the film, Cleopatra has been represented as not only being a transgender woman, but 

also a transnational who is able to transcend multiple national borders and imaginary boundaries 

in the search for her desired identity. Her choice to transition from a biological male into a 

transgender woman expresses the agency for self-definition that postcolonial African identities are 

able to exercise. As earlier pointed out in the introductory chapter of the thesis, African sexualities 

have for a long time been subjugated under colonial control where African queer subjects have 

become victims of the homophobia imported through colonial legislations and heteronormative 

standards of sexuality. This means that postcolonial liberation does not only end with the 

emancipation of former colonies from repressive yokes of empire, but more importantly, it entails 

the liberation of individual identities living under these new regimes.  

As William Spurlin observes, “the transitional struggle toward full democracy [in Africa] enabled 

the posing of new kinds of questions about sexuality as a mode of social organisation. It also raised 

questions about sexual dissidence as a resistance, whether conscious or not, to the discursive 

heteronormative legacies imposed by a history of colonialism in Africa […]” (162). As such, 

representations of transgender identities in African cinema and other cultural productions signal a 

continent in transition that allows for the reconstitution of identities. For transgender Africans like 

Cleopatra, however, the risk of vulnerability in these modern dispensations is still rife as she relates 

in the documentary when she confesses that, for most queer subjects, “our parents are our 

vulnerability” (Von Wallström 2016). Notwithstanding that some family members of queer 
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subjects may be homophobic, her statement may also entail that queer identifying individuals in 

Africa may be at risk of violence from their parents who may be acting from fear of the risk that 

the queer subjects exposes the entire family to in prejudiced societies. In such circumstances, queer 

vulnerability manifests as a multifaceted problem. 

While her mother supports her, Cleopatra laments that her father once hit her with a metal bar when 

he found her crossdressing. Such acts of violence pose threats to the construction of alternative 

identities since those who believe in the fixed nature of African identities strive to control any form 

of dissidence. Understanding this, Mbembe proposes that African identity should rather be 

regarded as an identity under constant construction with “the essential point being that in the future 

everyone can imagine and choose what makes him or her African” (“African Modes” 17). This, in 

part, is what the film displays in its representation of transgender identity as an African identity 

under constant reconstruction.  

As highlighted above, through the documentary, we learn that transgender people in Uganda share 

the vulnerability that other queer identities must manoeuvre to establish themselves in the society. 

For Cleopatra, the risk of vulnerability becomes too high such that she escapes into exile in Kenya 

where she presently lives with her partner. Despite its intolerance of gender and sexual minorities, 

Kenya may still be a safe space for her since it is outside the community of those who knew her 

living as a man in Uganda. As she relates in the film, the risk of violence in countries like Uganda 

is not only restricted to the queer subjects, but also to their immediate family members who may 

face resentment form the community for having a queer person for a relative.  

In The Pearl of Africa, Von Wallström creates awareness on transgender identity, the intricacies of 

transitioning, and the complexities of gender reassignment surgeries as seen in the experience of 

Cleopatra. Such knowledge proves to be very crucial in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa where 

transgenderism is relatively a novel gender identity category. In the film, Cleopatra’s partner, 
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Nelson, bemoans the lack of information on transgender identity in Uganda and he identifies this 

as one of the reasons behind transphobia. He confesses that he only got to understand what being 

transgender entails after getting into a relationship with Cleopatra.  

One point that critics may raise in the film’s rendition of transgender life in Uganda would have to 

do with the issue of funding, as earlier alluded to in this chapter. There are always questions as to 

the intentions behind projects like The Pearl of Africa, especially given that most of the producers 

are non-African. In this case though, the question of the influence of Western capital in 

representations of African queer identities can be brought up in relation to the gender reassignment 

surgery that Cleopatra undergoes in Thailand. Having learned of the prohibitive costs of such 

surgeries from the narratives of Mabenge and Tomson, one would not help but question how 

Cleopatra managed to get the funds for such a procedure. Knowledge of this would not only provide 

the film’s critics with answers but it would also be an eye opener for other transgender Africans 

who would want to undergo such surgeries but are financially restricted. The film’s failure to 

disclose this becomes a weakness in its agentic endeavours. Despite that, Von Wallström has 

managed to create space for transgender people by foregrounding lives of identities that are 

marginalised even within the queer community. The title of the film itself conceives transgender 

identity in sub-Saharan Africa as unique and precious in its striking difference.    

Reflections on the Discussion 

In this chapter, I have examined representations of queer African lives within the nascent field of 

queer African cinema. Among other things, my discussion has established that fictitious and factual 

representations of African gender and sexual minorities on screen aim at promoting the visibility 

of these identities by suggesting ways of attaining queer agency while foregrounding the 

vulnerability that haunts their survival in sub-Saharan Africa’s heteronormative societies. The 

range of filmic texts analysed here point to the role that globalisation has played in enabling the 
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exchange of cultures and technologies that provide new ways of seeing the world and conceiving 

human diversity. Various metaphorical representations of automobility in Inxeba and Rafiki evoke 

possibilities for social progress that may allow for queer mobility in modern African societies 

where the place of queerness is no longer that of stasis but one that is in constant motion – seeking 

avenues of freedom and recognition in these heteropatriarchal environments. In this regard, I 

introduced the concept “queer motility” to describe the inherent agency that queer subjects in 

restrictive African societies have to create possible futures of safety despite their present 

vulnerability.  

The four documentary films that I have analysed charge the flux of ideas in debates on African 

queerness as a direct consequence of the rapid cultural exchanges enabled by various forms of 

mobility in the contemporary global dispensation. The engagement with cinematic technology in 

African cultural praxis is also a direct result of the mobility of technologies in world economy. It 

is important to acknowledge that in the twenty-first century, “people and places are continually on 

the move, but images and communications are also intermittently on the move and both actual and 

potential movements organise and structure social life” (Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 11). As such, 

the paradigm of mobilities research ought to be extended from its geographical and sociological 

biases to include “movements of images and information on local, national, and global media” 

(Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 11). This has been one of my engagements in this chapter.  

The important role that filmic texts play in queer rights advocacy has been widely acknowledged, 

and in the African context, Azuah asserts that “when African LGBT persons see people like 

themselves in movies and stories that recognise their lives, it motivates them to self-love and self-

affirmation, the two crucial steps to paths that lead to fighting for self-rights” (12). In interrogating 

the place of queer African cinema in the arena of queer world cinema, Green-Simms observes that 

“queer world cinema might, as Schoonover and Galt argue, imagine new worlds and spaces, but it 
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does not always leave room for African voices speaking to each other” (“Queer African Cinema” 

657). Her observation recalls the critique on representation in African cinema where some quarters 

have questioned the ubiquity of Western practitioners in queer African cinematic representations.  

The paucity in African voices in queer world cinema is something that scholars, artists, and other 

cultural practitioners ought to consider seriously and address. The presence of more African voices 

in the field will help in eliminating the risk of Africa as a site of queer presence and performance 

being “area-studied” by “an army of well-meaning European and US researchers [who] descend 

on Africa with notebooks and digital recorders to capture the belated entry of Africans into queer 

modernity” (Macharia “On Being Area-Studied” 185). African philosophy and social theorising 

must reflect the diversity of the continent, more so in terms of gender and sexuality. Reaching this 

far, I now proceed to the final chapter of the thesis in which I reflect on the arguments that have 

been advanced from chapter one to the present. In the concluding chapter, I will retrace the roots 

of my research; reflecting on the theoretical approaches adopted and the artistic representations I 

have analysed in order to establish and suggest effective and inclusive approaches to African queer 

studies.  
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Chapter Five 

 Curtain Call: The Now and Then of Queer in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an insistence on potentiality 

or concrete possibility of another world. (Muñoz 1) 

Artist, please… 

Paint me with no colour, 

like water… with no shape. 

Or paint me something dark 

like chocolate… 

like people 

of colour. 

Paint me in shades of colour, 

make me bright, make me seen! 

Paint me Queer…. 

 

Researching on representations of queer identities in literary and cultural texts from sub-Saharan 

Africa felt like a deep dive into a vast ocean. We often fail to imagine what may lie beneath the 

allure of a blue sea and we can only become more aware upon jumping into the water. In sub-

Saharan Africa, and indeed across the world, most people have a shallow and surface understanding 

of gender and sexuality, which has led to different forms of prejudices and negations against those 

who present as different. The body and its organs at birth have often been regarded indisputable 

markers of gender and sexual identity, and from how a body appears, people make a host of 

uniformed assumptions about how that body must function in everyday life. Seldom do people 

understand that the human body is like the surface of a deep ocean underneath which lie a range of 
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facets that form the essence of each individual. My journey during this study has taught me that, 

perhaps what makes people different is not what we see, but that which we do not see and may 

never get to experience.  

In this thesis, I have analysed a range of works – from life writing, short fiction, to films – themed 

around queerness in sub-Saharan Africa. My focus was on how queer genders and sexualities are 

represented in contemporary work from the region, concentrating on how their vulnerability and 

agency is depicted through such representations. The study went further to assess how the 

production of the work itself can draw vulnerability and/or agency to the represented identities 

and/or the authors/producers. The conclusions drawn from this study indicate that queer genders 

and sexualities in sub-Saharan Africa are vulnerable identities mostly due to social prejudice 

against them. Such prejudices inform heteronormative cultural, socio-political, and religious 

discourses that become the benchmark of homophobia across the region. However, the study has 

shown that representing such identities through literary and cultural texts, among other means, has 

the potential of cultivating agency for shaping positive attitudes towards these identities. The 

representations prove to be one of the ways through which queer identities can be rehumanised in 

societies that have dehumanised them in multiple ways. The visibility of these identities in these 

texts can become one of the ways in creating pathways to possible queer futures in African 

homophobic societies.  

Most of the authors whose work I have analysed identify as African and queer in one way or 

another. Some of the authors are African but do not identify as queer or choose not to categorise 

themselves. While some of the producers of the films that I discuss are African, others are not but 

they nevertheless film on the experiences of gender and sexual minorities from sub-Saharan Africa. 

As such, my analysis took into consideration all these factors to present a nuanced discussion on 

what it may mean to be queer in sub-Saharan Africa where queerness is still very much abhorred 
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by traditional cultures, religion, and most detrimentally, political establishments. The range of 

works and their producers allowed me to have a peek at narratives both from “the inside” and “the 

outside” in several senses of these words.  

Talking of narratives from “the inside”, chapter two of my thesis discussed lived experiences of 

queer people through an analysis of life writing from South Africa. In this chapter, I examined two 

memoirs by transgender South Africans – Landa Mabenge’s Becoming Him: A Trans Memoir of 

Triumph and Anastacia Tomson’s Always Anastacia: A Transgender Life in South Africa – 

alongside Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me: My Life as a Lesbian 

Sangoma, and You Have to be Gay to Know God by Siya Khumalo. While Mabenge and Tomson 

narrate their experiences as transgender people in South Africa, Nkabinde explores her journey 

living as a lesbian sangoma in the country. Khumalo’s memoir mostly focusses on his experience 

as a gay Christian in South Africa. These life narratives provide evidence that, despite having a 

constitution that grants full citizenship rights to queer people, South Africa still manifests as a 

vulnerable space for queer identities mostly due to mainstream society’s disapproval of queer rights 

as enshrined in the constitution.  

Becoming Him and Always Anastacia demonstrate that transgender people are among the most 

loathed, not only by homophobic heterosexual members of the public, but also by some members 

of the queer community in South Africa. This has mostly been attributed to the denial of the 

authenticity of transgender identity, which is perceived as deceptive. The two narratives disclose 

that South African society is yet to understand transgender identity as different but equal, 

something that could reduce the risk of vulnerability and the abuse that transgender people in the 

country are exposed to. One of the ways of achieving this, the authors challenge, is through these 

narratives of transgenderism that impose these identities onto mainstream dialogues of gender and 

sexuality. The two memoirs also appreciate the role that the creation of support groups and 
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communities play in challenging the vulnerability that transgender people face, affording them 

agency for becoming.  

Nkabinde’s Black Bull, Ancestors, and Me, goes a long way in disproving the ill-informed 

assumption that queerness is un-African by bringing to the fore a lesbian who is a traditional healer. 

Among other thematic concerns, her narrative evinces that lesbians and other same-sex sexuality 

people have existed among the Zulu since time immemorial and that such practices were not 

learned from colonialists as it is generally purported. Through her work as an activist, Nkabinde 

brings such realities to the attention of the public to mitigate the risk of vulnerability among gender 

and sexual minorities in the country. Such activism is also central to Khumalo’s You Have to be 

Gay to Know God where he narrates how he struggled to live as a gay Christian. Throughout his 

narrative, Khumalo tries to create room for himself and for other queer people within his Christian 

faith but his attempts are not as successful. As such, he sought agency through activism outside the 

church and this has seen him contesting in Gay Pride parades and blogging about homosexuality 

in South Africa. In this way, Khumalo dismantles some of the prejudices against homosexuality 

and exposes the hypocrisy of the socio-political establishment in South Africa which claims to 

constitutionally support queer rights while denying queer people full citizenship rights through 

other means of exclusion.  

In chapter three, I focussed on representations of queer identities in short stories from sub-Saharan 

Africa. Working with short stories enabled me to include as many diverse voices as possible from 

different parts of the region. The stories I analysed are collected in two collections:  Diriye Osman’s 

Fairytales for Lost Children and Queer Africa 2: New Stories edited by Makhosazana Xaba and 

Karen Martin. The twenty short stories that I selected from these books explore various aspects of 

queerness on the continent and beyond in very interesting, and for some, novel ways. In my reading 

of these narratives, I was particularly interested in how writing fiction becomes an agentic and 
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enabling tool in societies that have proven to be disabling for the performance of queer sexuality. 

I read these stories as prosthetic devices that assist in exposing the vulnerability of these 

marginalised identities while suggesting ways of attaining agency in the oppressive 

heteropatriarchal societies where the characters exist. Rewriting queer lives in these literary texts 

becomes a way of rehumanising the queer and igniting debates that may lead to curating safe spaces 

for queer identities in these environments.  

My discussion also identified some of the reasons why queerness is abhorred in sub-Saharan Africa 

as represented in the short stories. The heterosexual gaze as a hermeneutic tool that 

heteronormative societies employ to read and control the gender and sexual performance of bodies 

was identified as being responsible for the marginalisation of gay men and lesbian women in 

African societies. I also assessed how these stories represent queer African subjects who are forced 

into exile in attempts to escape the homophobia that is rampant in their countries of birth. One 

thing that was established is that much as exile offers hopes for safer spaces for African gender and 

sexual minorities, the risk of violence and discrimination still exists even outside the continent. My 

analysis further revealed that writers who identify as queer and those who represent queer subjects 

in their stories have resorted to depicting the pleasures of queer intimacies as one way of doing 

away with narratives of victimisation that are common in stories about African gender and sexual 

minorities. Such narratives of pleasure are at once defiant and agentic in that they represent queer 

subjects as individuals with the capacity to live full satisfying lives outside the vulnerability that 

haunts their identities.  

Chapter four concentrated on queer representations in African fictional films and documentaries. 

In this discussion, several debates emerged, not only on how queer subjects are represented in film, 

but also on the nature of these productions: the role of the producers and the influence of Western 

ideological and economic capital in queer African cinema. I analysed the six filmic texts through 
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the lenses of theories of mobility, which helped me read into how film, as motion picture, depicts 

African societies in motion thereby creating avenues for queer African futures. In my reading, I 

introduced the concept “queer motility”, which captures the agency inherent in African queer 

subjects amidst the vulnerability that surrounds them. Queer motility as agency points to ways 

through which queer people in Africa can create room for themselves and forge possible queer 

futures, away from the stagnation propagated by homophobia.  

In fiction, I considered John Trengove’s Inxeba (The Wound) as exploring homosexuality in 

traditional Zulu communities, in the process demystifying claims to monolithic traditional African 

cultures that have remained static in this age of globalisation. On the other hand, Wanuri Kahiu’s 

Rafiki stages queer romance in homophobic Kenya as a way of representing the role of political 

and state apparatuses in fuelling queer vulnerability in the country. Both films, however, send out 

messages of hope for queer futurity amidst the multiple challenges that sexual minorities face on 

the continent.  

The four documentaries that I analysed included The Pearl of Africa by Jonny von Wallström, 

Roger Ross Williams’ God Loves Uganda, Call Me Kuchu by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika 

Zouhali-Worrall, and Habeeb Lawal’s Veil of Silence. These films document the lived experiences 

of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender Africans who are trying to survive different forms of 

violence targeted towards their identities. among other things, the documentaries disclose that 

debates on queer rights in Africa are heavily shaped by Western interventionists who either support 

homophobia or challenge it based on their interests in different parts of the continent. Western 

religion and colonial laws were also identified as being in the forefront in the dehumanisation of 

queer people in sub-Saharan Africa. By giving audience to identities that are often left on the 

margins, the documentaries become sources of agency in that they debunk narratives of a purely 

heterosexual Africa that flood mainstream dialogues on gender and sexuality in the region.  
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As highlighted above, the representations examined in this thesis point to the possibility of agency 

among queer subjects in sub-Saharan Africa. Such agency is needed in securing liveable futures 

for African queers who are presently victims of a plethora of debilitating impediments to their 

pursuit of happiness. One of the ways through which these stories promise a queer future is in the 

fact that they form part of an archive from which African queer histories can and will be read in 

the future. These texts serve as “marginal archives” which “preserve materials excluded from the 

mainstream” (Hamilton, Harris, and Reid 11). As Reid reiterates, “the way in which lesbians and 

gay men have been perceived is reflected in the way in which lives and histories have been 

constructed and documented within the archival holdings of public institutions” (“The History” 

194). As public scripts, these stories could be very essential in reconstructing the often-negative 

image of queer people prevalent in homophobic African societies and ensuring possible futures of 

emancipation.  

Apart from documenting the existence of queer lives on the continent, the documentaries and 

memoirs, for example, can record different forms of human rights abuse that queer people in 

African societies face today (Migraine-George and Currier 193). Such archives can then become 

steppingstones towards ending discrimination and holding accountable perpetrators of violence in 

possible emancipated futures in countries where homophobia is supported by law and even in South 

Africa. Commendable efforts in preserving queer histories for activism can be seen in the work 

that Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action (GALA) is doing in South Africa and beyond. As part of 

preserving “oral testimony and documents in places where gender and sexual diversity is 

unpopular”, the organisation produced a collection of stories from Malawi’s LGBTIQ+ community 

and some from East Africa (Migraine-George and Currier 193). Together with the literary and 

filmic texts discussed in this thesis, such stories immortalise and ascertain the presence of queer 
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people in African societies. This thesis as a research document will also form part of this very 

important archive.  

I should mention that the findings of this study project are in no way exhaustive. Queer African 

Studies is a field which is still in its infancy, mostly because of the negative attitudes that people 

have towards the topic, those who engage with it, and those who identify as queer. And it should 

also be acknowledged that the knowledge gathered so far in the field is mostly available for the 

consumption of elites who find themselves in corridors of universities and other discursive 

platforms outside the mainstream. As such, there is need for more inclusive and grassroot 

engagement with gender and sexuality topics in both urban and remote African communities. 

Social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube can also prove to be agentic in queer 

activism since they allow queer people to share experiences through comments, for example. 

Andrews argues that these online platforms are crucial due to their easy portability and accessibility 

“especially to those queer people who might not have access to offline spaces where they can feel 

free to explore their identities and connect with other queer people” (“YouTube” 85). As such, 

social media ought to be utilised in forming inclusive and more resilient queer communities that 

can project queer presence onto heteronormative establishments.  

Talking to random people about queerness in Africa, even within elitist spaces like universities, 

has proven that the prejudice against these identities is deep-rooted in African societies. 

Nonetheless, such challenges must not shield our vision to possible futures of emancipation. As 

Muñoz reminds us, “[t]he here and now is a prison house. We must strive, in the face of the here 

and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think and feel a then and there […]” (1, emphasis in 

the original). Queerness is on the horizon and a safer future is unfolding. It is encouraging to know 

that there is hope for a future where queer people in Africa will no longer be afraid to live their 

lives freely. And art must take a central role in realising that future.  
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Epilogue 

Adam and Eve 

That tempting forbidden fruit 

seducing the soul 

at the heart of holy Eden. 

Their mortal souls hanker 

to partake of that fruit of life 

professing the knowledge of good and evil. 

Oh, harsh earth, wicked world 

so as to deny them their hearts’ desire. 

 

But Aphrodite’s flame burns 

with such passion 

no mortal mind can comprehend. 

Who can put out that consuming fire 

of the soul’s desire 

scorching sanctimonious guardians 

to the shrines of taboo? 

Cupid’s arrow has no eyes; 

He loves him,  

She lusts for her 

Dare they not speak it out 

It’s forbidden love.            (Macheso 52) 
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