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Introduction 
 

Under the auspices of the Brazil-based Sexuality Policy Watch (SPW), represented by its 

Chair, Sonia Correa, the African Regional Sexuality Resource Centre (ARSRC) hosted the 

Africa Regional Dialogue on Sexuality and Geopolitics at its Lagos, Nigeria offices, October 

405, 2010. The forum was an opportunity for sexual and reproductive rights activists, 

sexuality scholars, and feminists in Africa to examine cross-cutting structures of power and 

their elaboration in politics, economy, religion, culture, family level socialization and science.   

 

The discussions were organized around themes as disparate and cohesive as the varying 

socio-political topographies of sexuality and human reproductive expression. They examined 

the cultural and historical significance of heteronormativity, deviance, subversion and 

agency. Participants agreed that these were the best conceptual tools for enhancing 

individual understanding of sexual politics around Africa.  Their use was seen as promoting 

possibilities for post-Dialogue engagement in the area of sexism, homophobia, economic 

injustice, ageism and other forms of oppression that may not always have direct bearing on 

the subject of sexuality.  

 

The Dialogue was also perceived as vital space needed for unlearning and relearning “truths” 

about bodies and sexualities in ways that minimized distractions from the presumed 

normalcy of the dominant order. It embraced the view that neither normalcy nor the 

presumption of being natural should be confused with the dominant opinion of the majority, 

which is a mask for minority oppression.  This thinking prepared grounds for the notion 

that, beyond personal responsibility for choices deliberately made, nature was variable and 

normalcy a subjective state and mode of existence. 

 



 
 

Goals of the Dialogue 
 
The regional dialogue aimed at mapping convergences and differences in sexuality studies 

and activism within and across Africa’s sub-regions. Its specific objectives were to: 

 
1. Enhance conceptual clarity of sexuality issues and establish linkages between theory 

and practice with regard to innovation and creativity, strategy, resistance, and 
subversion; 
 

2. Map dimensions of sexual citizenship in Africa, including eroticism and pleasure; 
 

3. Create platforms for the voices and visibility of sexual minorities; 
 

4. Examine linkages among governance and underdevelopment, on the one hand, and 
sexual/reproductive rights, on the other; and 
 

5. Disseminate the African sexuality dialogue output document.  
 
 

Initial Discussions  
 

The welcome address by Nike Esiet, AHI Executive Director, drew attention to the mix of 

constituencies represented at the Dialogue. This included academic researchers, feminists, 

activists, advocates, and programme personnel working in the field of sexuality. The diverse 

composition was deliberate. It was expected to enrich the quality of sexuality discourse 

across the African continent especially in its intersections with economics, politics, religion 

and science. The group was made up of a larger proportion of young people. This was seen 

as presenting an opportunity to strengthen the capacity and commitment of emerging leaders 

in the field of sexuality and politics. In this way, the meeting could promote change by 

prioritising issues of concern to diverse groups. 

 

In her opening remarks at the Dialogue, SPW Chair Sonia Correa described the significance 

of the work done by SPW as a global forum for sexuality policy development. She 

mentioned that SPW was established as a clearing house for information on sexuality across 

regions and that this was made possible by a vibrant website and continuous publication. She 

explained the expected outcomes of the Africa Dialogue Initiative and noted that its agenda 

of research and analyses addresses regional and cross-national relations of sexuality.  



 
 

In the current cycle of work, the main component of the programme was the 

implementation of regional dialogues on sexuality in Asia, Latin America and Africa.  The 

ultimate goal of the Dialogues was to analyze sexuality and strategize ways of advancing 

sexuality rights by diversity across world regions and integrating these within frameworks of 

policy advocacy.  

 

This perspective is crucial to SPW’s work because the capacity for policy analysis and 

advocacy are not widely distributed or developed across regions, or even within communities 

of sexuality activists, scholars or practitioners. It makes it important to promote cross-

regional conversations on the multiple changes expected in the field, with particular 

reference of governance and constitutional arrangements. Although these legal provisions 

are derived from surrounding structures of social oppression, sexual rights activists cannot 

successfully engage with them through field action alone. It is necessary to learn skills that 

can be used to foster policy dialogues with relevant political authorities as part of the 

comprehensive strategies necessary for assuring equal opportunities and sexual self-

determination and expression for all persons. To achieve this would require cross-cultural 

understanding of how sexuality and politics intersect. It would also be important to equip 

practitioners with the intellectual and practical tools needed for dealing with these changes.  

 

The programme is clear about the transnational nature of sexual rights debates. Ideas flow 

across space and time to influences activity and activism in geographically and culturally 

diverse regions. Thus, the fact that the Dialogues are regionally based does not imply 

homogeneity or isolation in each region. The issues being addressed are “complex, 

multidimensional, deeply grounded notions about sexuality which in some circumstances 

aroused tension and conflicts”.  Without a historical perspective, therefore, the emphasis on 

emerging topics like consent, age, and politics would be not be substantiated by the type of 

analysis that could make these topics relevant.  



 
 

Synthesis of Presentations 
 

The core themes of the presentations were power, dominance, transformation, and the need 

for theorization and engagement around questions of the political, cultural and moral 

economies of human sexualities. These themes ran right through the papers presented and 

discussed at the various sessions. Speaking on behalf of the Taskforce Planning Committee 

responsible for organising the Africa Dialogue, for instance, Codou Bop described 

expectations for the outcomes of the programme as including renewed commitment to 

breaking the silence around sexuality and bringing issues of its codification to the fore. In 

her view, this would enable the debate about sexuality to be conducted in open contexts and 

safe spaces. This would entail strengthening efforts to promote young people’s sexuality and 

sexual rights and the development of a collective holistic political vision through 

demedicalized perspectives of sexuality and an emphasis on rights and pleasure. 

Expectations like thtese reaffirmed and centred human rights in all aspects in theorizing and 

programming in the hope that people would then be able to speak comfortably about 

sexuality. For Codou, “tomorrow afternoon should not be the end of the exercise, but 

should translate to the beginning of something new at the theoretical and practical levels.” 

 

It is not clear if effective assessment of this goal is possible within two days of discussions. 

Perhaps the Dialogues should be stretched over a longer period of time. This is because it 

might be difficult to say if unified Dialogues conducted in a single discursive setting would 

prove adequate for the enormous assignment confronting the participants.  A pre-post 

evaluation of capacities possessed before and after the sessions would place SPW and its 

partners in a better position to know what the proper process for engaging these complex 

topics might be.  For example, how are the “silences around sexuality rights,” which had 

become so prominent in the preliminary presentations, to be understood or interpreted? 

How can the politics of silences be comprehended by available methods not aligned with 

traditional ethnography? What do cultural silences communicate within encrypted customs 

that are not understood by insiders? What are the methodological implications of the 

anthropology of communication for interest in this aspect of sexuality studies and advocacy? 

How and when will the required skills for investigation and interrogation be developed?  



 
 

In the lead paper, “Researching and Theorizing Sexualities in Africa”, submitted by Sylvia 

Tamale of the Faculty of Law, Makerere University, Uganda, and presented by Kavinya 

Makau and Saida Ali Mohammed, some of these issues were raised in different forms.  The 

paper stressed the importance of gender as a key component of sexuality. It argued that, 

without gender – whether as a sensitizing concept or analytical category – intellectual and 

programming analysis and interpretations of sexuality discourses may be impossible. It made 

distinctions between “sexuality” and “sexualities”, and between “gender” and “sex”. It 

pointed out that their relationships were complementary and stated that the use of one 

without the other was like “cooking pepper soup without pepper’.   

 

Tamale argued that western colonialism has altered the perception and perspectives on 

“African sexualities” as reflected in the use of language. In her words, “This poses serious 

limitations to researchers of African sexualities that have to collect data in local languages 

and represent their findings in the foreign language of the academia.” This point was well 

taken by participants. It reflected a view contained in an ARSRC publication, The Tapestry of 

Human Sexuality in Africa (2010), in which several papers demonstrated the simultaneous 

influence of endogenous and exogenous factors in shaping human sexuality in Africa. 

Tamale’s view that African sexualities are not homogenous is congruent with new 

understandings of identity formation on the continent, as it is impacted by collectivities like 

race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, religion, and personal factors like age and changing 

personal biography.    

 
The paper also dealt with the historical progress in researching sexualities in Africa. Starting 

with the meaning and purpose of research and theories, it argued that both essentially 

“create knowledge and explain physical and social phenomena”.  In this respect, it identified 

potential methodological and epistemological issues without dwelling on their implications 

for sexuality studies. This suggests the need to unpack the Dialogues so as to provide space 

for dealing with matters arising from the main discussions, which may require substantial 

elaboration. Such matters would include the interrelationships among ontology, 

epistemology, methodology, advocacy and intervention. 



 
 

Tamale’s position that “Certain stereotypes and myths have found their way into research 

and the impact that they have in the daily interactions around what needs to happen or what 

needs to be spoken about more is then transmitted in a way that distorts the whole thing” is 

very insightful. It echoes Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s opinions in the book Decolonizing 

Methodologies, but it needs further contextualization within Africa. Accordingly, “the rewriting 

of African history”, which the paper advocates, does not estimate the huge intellectual costs 

of such an undertaking across disciplines. In asking key questions like “who are the story 

tellers, what are the power dynamics that exists, who has the power to tell the stories, what 

about ethnic and gender considerations, what about individuals that are marginalized within 

a community?”, the paper traces a scope for this undertaking that cuts across anthropology, 

political economy, indigenous knowledge, ethnology, gender, sociology, respectively. It is a 

broad project – one that requires central coordination. 

The paper argues that data have bias built into them by factors ranging from the researchers’ 

backgrounds and their theoretical grounding, the social context of the research, and study 

motives. Hence, “studies on sexualities have always had ideological, political and/or social 

agendas behind them.”  This is the principal challenge. When non-methodologists are 

expected to utilize scientific tools to draw conclusions for policy advocacy, how can they 

keep these influences at bay?  How can SPW contribute to efforts in that direction?  

 

African sexualities are mostly depicted in works and studies authored by white explorers, 

missionaries and anthropologists. Not surprisingly, the trend of analysis reveals a pattern of 

the “ethnocentric and racist construction of African sexualities.”  Similarly, “African 

women’s sexualities were characterized as the antithesis of European sexual mores and 

beauty.  These attributes were believed to reflect the im/morality of Africans resulting in 

feelings of shame and stigma around African sexualities, hence the emergence of neo-Puritan 

laws to control expressions of sexualities.  

 

 

 



 
 

This is a neglected feature of the colonial experience: how continental sexualities were 

altered and transformed by the imposition of alien proprieties that would subsequently 

become the norms of civilised conduct. Without necessarily “reinventing the wheel”, as the 

paper advises against doing, it is important to open inquiry into the circumstances under 

which these alterations occurred, how long it took to happen, the mechanisms maintaining 

them in the present day, and the extents to which a case for retransformation can reasonably 

be made. 

 

For Tamale, the “colonial medicalization of ‘African sexuality’ and a simultaneous reduction 

of its purpose to reproduction” were similarly questionable. The impact of the imperialist 

view of African sexualities on modern health policies and interventions was also described. 

According to these narratives, African sexualities were defined by acts of sexual intercourse 

and reproduction. Hence the narrow focus on the burden of disease, pregnancy prevention, 

and the curbing of sexual excesses and perversions. There was no focus on issues of 

wellness, desire, eroticism and pleasure. This severely limits the theoretical framing of 

African sexualities, whether in terms of its hermeneutics or pleasure alone. The paper raised 

concern over, and generated reactions to, the politics of exploiting African sexualities for 

knowledge and money through donor driven projects.  

 

In general, participants were pleased with the paper’s depth of engagement but noted that its 

treatment of the “culture of silence” did not take cognizance of the fact that the concept was 

of recent origin. Sexuality was not such a silent affair in historical Africa. In the view of some 

participants, the paper did not acknowledge contributions of African women to general 

feminist theorizing as it did not include a critique of literature written by female African 

writers on African sexualities. Some of such works have done more damage than the western 

writers and researchers. Attention was drawn to the importance of observing research ethics 

including engaging with research communities, respect for persons, justice and benefits to 

the research participants to make sure that no physical and emotional harm or distress is 

caused as a result of the research and if it does happen, to ensure that the participant is 

aware prior to the research and provide options for ameliorating the effects.  

 



 
 

The concept of “mutilation” – with regard to female genital mutilation (FGM) – also 

provoked a debate. One group argued that “FGM in whatever form should be regarded as 

mutilation of the body and the mind”, while another thought that women who were 

circumcised should have a say as to whether they were or felt mutilated or not. The 

consensus was to seek a balanced view in the presentation of good and bad aspects of 

African sexualities. This raised the question as to whether “truth” was always consensual and 

not sometimes exclusive. Agreement over an issue through the compromise of hard 

opinions might reflect more the need to maintain a harmonious relationship that a 

commitment to the truth as such. The matter was not resolved. 

 
In the short paper, “Activists Strategizing to Address Religion and Culture”, Asma’u Joda of 

the Centre for Women and Adolescent Empowerment, Nigeria, examined how the 

patriarchal structures that govern religion and culture often translate into the oppression of 

women. Drawing from Abrahamic and Islamic sources, she asserted that both religions had 

teachings about women, and some aspects of sexuality, but maintained that the Islamic 

religion appeared to be more progressive about the issues relating to women and sexuality 

than other religions. For her: 

 

Islam is a very sexual religion. A lot is discussed in the Quran and hadiths [examples 
of the prophet’s life] and other Islamic literature. The religion discusses extensively 
creation, sex and sexuality, whom to marry, when to marry, ritual 
cleansing/purification at the end of menstruation, sexual intercourse, postpartum 
haemorrhage. 

 

A case was made for the educational empowerment of women in religious knowledge as a 

means of countering their oppression under the guise of religion. The paper asserted that 

most of the doctrines that were said to be in the holy books were extensions of cultural 

norms. But this is hardly surprising since religion itself is a cultural creation. It embodies 

ideas which are at play in the wider world and is, as such, coextensive with other patriarchal 

institutions.  

 



 
 

The idea that holiness is incompatible with eroticism and sexuality serves as a basis for 

activist engagement with orthodox religion. According to Joda, the Koran allows wives to 

divorce husbands who were not sexually active but this provision in Islam is buried in 

patriarchal resentment of female sexuality and the power it contains. It is a right that is 

seldom exercised. Similarly, the explicit sexual scenarios and connotations depicted in the 

Songs of Solomon in the Bible were queried as “unholy”. It may well be that these 

depictions, while sensuous to a high degree, were also allegorical in their reference to 

mystical and spiritual unions whose semblance at the material level can only be captured 

sensuously. Some participants thought the presentation was narrow because it viewed 

religion only from the monotheistic perspective.  There was no mention of Judaism, Eastern 

mystical religions, or African traditional religion. The suggestion was made for the paper to 

further theorize on the connections between militarization and fundamentalism. 

 

The short paper “Sexual Citizenship” by Simone Heradien of Gender Dynamix, South 

Africa, stressed that sexual citizenship could be realized or defined outside the scope or 

context of nationality. It described the absence of freedom of expression and the need to 

build institutions that support sexual citizenship. The paper, “Sexual Desire, Seduction, 

Eroticism and Pleasure”, by Dorathy Aken’Ova of the International Centre for Reproductive 

Health and Sexual Rights, Nigeria, extended this perspective in many meaningful ways.  

 

The paper began by examining the origin, onset and sources of desire, mentioning that, in its 

variable forms, desire was the product of socialization. Desire and pleasure were not 

immutable and could in fact change in the same persons over time. The presentation showed 

how social order can have profound implications for developments within the inner 

organism. It therefore lifted the connections between the self and society to a new sexual 

plane where biology, ontology and sociology were fused.  

 

In “Stretching the Margins and Bargaining among Imperfect Partners: A Paradoxical 

Approach to Sexual Rights Advocacy in Africa”, Sybille Ngo Nyeck of the University of 

California, Los Angeles, examined how governance and advocacy strategies have been 

adopted to address social demands in Africa. With specific reference to sexual rights 



 
 

advocacy, the paper considered conceptual and strategic challenges that governments and 

advocates are confronted with. These include the ways in which regimes of governance 

shape social and political wellbeing. The paper suggested an alternative approach to 

understanding why sexuality in general and sexual rights, in particular, remains unimportant 

to public interest in Africa. It recommends advocacy, bargaining, and strategic planning as 

main tools for broadening mainstream political interests and including sexually marginalized 

groups into public programmes.  

 

The same theme was taken up in Nike Esiet’s “Adolescent Sexuality and the Challenges of 

Attaining Sexual Wellbeing”, which presented matters from a programmatic point of view. It 

argued that, despite decades of heavy investments, many strategies and programmes aimed at 

addressing adolescent sexuality issues were not working. In this respect, the paper echoed 

sentiments contained earlier by Tamale’s paper, which had stressed the challenges 

programmers face with balancing the challenges of the conditionalities of donor driven 

projects, much to the detriment of the problems that the programmes should address.  

For a Dialogue of this scope, the views raised in Esiet’s paper invite serious examination of 

programme contents and the capacity of those who run these programmes. It broaches the 

vexed question of ownership, framing and commitment.  Why do the programmes fail and 

why does funding continue in spite of that failure? 

 

The paper’s overview of the demographics of youth sexuality in Africa showed similar poor 

tends in young people’s sexual and reproductive health (SRH) indicators. Rates of new HIV 

infections, unplanned and unwanted pregnancies and early marriages are high among this 

subpopulation. In her presentation, she queried the non-hormonal circumstances that lead 

adolescents to high risk behaviour. What social factors are responsible for these negative 

outcomes”? Does adolescence in and of itself entail an inability to recognize danger or can 

heteronormativity help explain the contrary directions that adolescent behaviour adopts and 

how it moves away from what might be perceived as an empty and non-responsive adult 

ideology? 



 
 

Referring to the limitations of the ABC (abstinence, be faithful and condomize) strategy, 

which the paper dubbed “the Don’t Framework for adolescent sexuality”, Esiet showed how 

the absence of gender- and age-specific contexts for the implementation of these 

programmes helped guarantee that they would fail. In her view, the ABC schema is too 

simplistic.  The Model follows the anti-sexual orientations of patriarchal politics, bedimming 

its pleasure aspects and stressing only its threatening dimensions. 

 
The presentation cited a good example in the story, The Rival  by Yaba Badoe in African Love 

Stories edited Ama Ata Aidoo, which dealt with the personal dilemmas associated with 

repressed sexual desire, its taboo character, and the manifestation of this lust in everyday 

form. The paper recommends the “Pleasure Framework” which advances a sex positive 

approach, as a preferred strategy for effective programming for adolescent sexuality. While 

the framework is proposed as a result of the insights gained from many years of sexual and 

reproductive health programming with adolescents, the paper did not address how its core 

recommendations can be translated into policy or, given the age of the population involved, 

a curriculum.  

 
Codou Bop’s “Age and Sex: Between Frustration, Renunciation and Power” was an 

interrogation of how sexuality is constructed in relation to ageing. How is beauty constructed 

and appreciated if it was previously predicated on physical attraction? The paper recognized 

that many African countries have a “younging” population in contrast to ageing populations 

in Europe and America. In this respect, it is important to examine how appreciation and 

desire would express themselves as a segment of the main population continues shrinking. 

The core significance of the paper includes its attempt to synthesize concepts that are 

traditionally treated separately and hardly ever within the rubric of sexuality and politics.  

 

Bernice Heloo’s lead paper “Sexuality, HIV and AIDS: Putting Prevention in the Hands of 

Women: Issues, Challenges and the Way Forward” addressed issues regarding women's 

vulnerability to HIV. It examined the social, economic and political issues that underpin the 

continuous spread of HIV, and advocated for more female control of prevention. Starting 

with the justification for focusing on women, the paper argued that women are mostly 



 
 

affected by the pandemic because of a multiplicity of factors. Biological factors place women 

at greater risk of infection through heterosexual contact.  Patriarchy and gender norms also 

expose women to the risk of contracting HIV but while views like these focus on social 

constructions of masculinity and femininity, they do not always highlight the significance of 

female sexual agency.  

 

The paper made a strong case for developing new strategies which would put prevention in 

the hands of women through technologies like female condoms, post exposure prophylaxis 

(PEP) and microbocides. It called for more sexuality education as a means of promoting 

women’s health through measures that come under their control.  

 
The short paper by Rolake Odetoyinbo, “Emerging Issues Related to HIV/AIDS”, 

extended this argument by describing how HIV transmission criminalizes victims and the 

best strategies for addressing this. She emphasized how laws criminalizing HIV transmission 

are laws against women and should not be promoted; that circumcision is not the same for 

men and women; and that suitable language and discourse should be employed to eliminate 

stigma and discrimination, which exist even among activists themselves.   

 
Nelisiwe Khuzwayo’s paper, “Rape Survivors and the Provision of HIV Post-Exposure 

Prophylaxis” is conceptually related to the papers by Odetoyinbo and Heloo as it addresses 

vulnerability within the specific context of rape afflictions. It was an insightful analysis, 

which described a PEP programme targeting women who were rape victims as part of a 

comprehensive programme designed for female rape survivors. It recommended 

strengthening women’s financial capacity and ability to access comprehensive health services, 

engagement with the state to develop policies and ensure capacity development of relevant 

institutions and personnel responsible for addressing the issues. These strategies should 

include engagement with communities to facilitate the emergence of social networks that 

provide support and reduce stigma among survivors.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

To Conclude 

 

The presentations represented the diversity and backgrounds of the participants, as well as 

the objectives and expectations of the Dialogue. The discussions stressed the need for more 

work in promoting issues of sexual citizenship as well as the need to develop a collective 

vision of sexuality and to engage with the state. The debates addressed the need for greater 

theoretical rigour in conceptualizing mutilation and cutting. Other topics that engaged 

participants’ attention included the paradoxes of modernization and how modernization 

tends to discipline and control. Discussions described the existence of sexual pluralities and 

the need to explore differences and interrogate traditional roles and practices. 

 

The discussions identified how the term “homophobic” raised issues of social justice and 

how it was pertinent to strategize around that. The power of the media and its ability to help 

or to hurt was also examined, because the media may sometimes fuel stigma against persons 

living with HIV, widows, and barren women. The conversations turned around the 

importance of taking holistic, proactive steps and action at individual, regional and global 

levels, particularly around the re-writing the history of African sexualities and the need for 

objective theorizing. This would suggest that distinctions need to be made between doctrine 

and hypotheses, or between facts and opinion as a step towards effective policy advocacy.  

 

In all, the dialogue emphasized how important it is to empower women with resources and 

technologies that are gender friendly in HIV prevention intervention efforts. It was 

unequivocal about holding the state accountable for failure in its responsibilities for the 

social, economic, and political empowerment of women as a means of promoting their 

general well being and protecting sexual rights. In moving forward with these conversations, 

subsequent Dialogues would have to concentrate specifically on building suitable 

methodologies, strategies, and the establishment of platforms for necessary state-level policy 

dialogues. This would prove indispensable in scaling up research capacity as well as 

programming skills and policy advocacy in the areas of sexism, homophobia, economic 

injustice, ageism and other forms of oppression that may become evident in the course of 

those Dialogues.  



 
 

 

 



 
 

Acronyms and Abbreviations 

 
AHI  Action Health Incorporated 
ARSRC  African Regional Sexuality Resource Centre  
FGM  Female genital mutilation  
HIV  Human immunodeficiency virus 
SPW  Sexuality Policy Watch 
SRH   Sexual and reproductive health   
 
 


