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Presentation

What can we learn from African studies on the expressions of sexual and gen-

der diversity? 1 Since the 1990s, there has been a profusion of critical and reflexive 
anthropological publications (as well as sociological, historical, and literary ones) 
on the subject of sexuality on the continent (and almost always associated with 
the subject of gender), most of them authored by African researchers. In general, 
these publications have as a backdrop, three widespread ideas: 1) post-colonial 
Africa is a homophobic environment; 2) non-normative sexual practices and iden-

tities and “homosexuality” are exogenous to the continent and would have been 
brought there by the Arab-Muslim and European-Christian colonization processes; 
and 3) African people are lustful and their bodies are “naturally” erotic objects (Ep-

precht, 2008a, 2008b; Mbisi, 2011). These publications, thus, start by denouncing 
the overly universalist and regulating (western) character of the first argument, 
the overly culturalist and nationalizing character of the second, and the racist and 
essentializing character of the last. In all cases, neither the particularities of the 
corporalities and expressions of sexual and gender diversity in the very diverse 
African territory, nor their relationship with complex contemporary transnational 
cultural dynamics, would be taken into account (Hoad, 2007) 2.

In fact, the category “homosexuality” can be considered as exogenous to Af-

rican history, since it was forged in the European context of consolidation of the 
modern national state, arising from medical-scientific and legal-moral discur-

sivities that established heteronormativity, sexual dimorphism, and compulsory 
heterosexuality as biopolitical bases for sustaining national ideologies. The biopo-

litical dispositives thus instituted served to discipline the bodies according to the 
capitalist needs of production and reproduction of workers in bourgeois societies. 
These discursivities, without ceasing to be forged by religious and pastoral moral-
ity – although in theory opposed to Christian theology – contributed to the legit-
imization of Euro-North American colonial, imperial and capitalist expansionist 
projects throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, imbued with a declared civilizing 
mission (Elias, 1994) and disciplining bodies under the auspices of modern gov-

ernmentality (Foucault, 2004a, 2004b) 3.
The decolonization and the “new world order” of the world-system (Waller-

stein, 2006), from the second half of the 20th century, led the African nations to 
adopt the Western state model with the maintenance of much of its ideological 
structuration based on those biopolitical dispositives of modern governmental-
ity, albeit with significant nuances, including the preservation of the religious 
morality of colonization, hence the defense, by these new rulers and government 
institutions, of the supposed exogeny of sexual and gender diversity and the con-

sequent development of homophobic purposes4.
Part of the postcolonial African national elites, under the logic of the modern 

world-system directed from the Global North, found themselves faced with the 
injunction to reinforce the metaphysics of difference (Mbembe, 2000, 2001), that 
is, the particularism of the common African experience or the exceptional conti-

1  I acknowledge Igor Erick 

(Ph.D. student, PPGA/UFPA) 

for his valuable comments, 

Joanna Troufflard for the review 

of the English version, and the 

Brazilian National Council for 

Scientific and Technological 

Development (CNPq) for the 

Research Grant.

2  The term experiences of 
sexual and gender diversity will 

be used to refer to sexual and/or 

gender practices and identities 

and their multiple social and 

cultural dynamics (sometimes 

the term expression of sexual 
and gender diversity will be used 

to emphasize the eloquent and 

vivid character of the practices 

and identities); non-normative 
sexuality designates those 

experiences of sexual and 

gender diversity that are locally 

considered not to correspond to 

established social, moral, and 

sometimes legal expectations 

and are therefore amenable to 

some form of regulation; and 

finally, alternative sexuality, 

when experiences are “other” 

than normative ones, but not 

necessarily amenable to fram-

ing. Homosexuality (as well as 

the terms lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transsexual, transgender, 

intersexual, etc.) is the Western 

term most commonly used by 

international institutions (some 

non-governmental organiza-

tions, the United Nations, the 

African Union, etc.), also widely 

used by African governments 

and activists, among others.

3  By governmentality, 

Foucault (2004a, p. 111-112) 

understands “[...] the set 

constituted by institutions, the 

procedures, analyses and reflec-

tions, the calculations and the 

tactics which make it possible 

to exercise this very specific, 

although a very complex form 

of power that has for the main 

target the population, [has] 

for a major form of knowledge 

the political economy, [has] for 

essential technical instrument 

the security dispositives [...]”; 

and [...] the tendency, the 

tug-of-power which, throughout 

the West, has not ceased to 

lead, and for a very long time, 

towards the preeminence of this 

type of power called ‘govern-
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nental singularity in relation to the rest of the planet. This occurred both by nat-
uralizing the universal subordination of women and by essentializing primordial 
African patriarchalism (which was denounced by Oyěwùmí, 1997, with the coun-

terpoint of Bakare-Yusuf, 2003), as well as by invisibilizing traditionally prevailing 
sexual practices and identities and questioning the new expressions of sexual and 
gender diversity-related to contemporary transnational cultural dynamics (which 
was denounced by Mbisi, 2011).

Recent publications on sexual and gender diversity on the continent have 
been showing precisely the creative ways of counterposing an epistemology of 
resistance (Dorlin, 2009) against European epistemologies of sexuality (Jaunait 
et al, 2013). This literature confronts the harmful effects of the metaphysics of 
difference and one of its main prerogatives, characterized by Mbembe (2006) as 
the potentat sexuel, that is, a phallocratic regime of truth with persistent moral 
assumptions of colonialism, markedly Christian and Islamic.

The publications on sexuality in African contexts have produced critical and 
reflexive theorizations that confront heteronormative cultural arbitraries (espe-

cially those of colonial origin, but not only) that persist in the national projects in 
force on the continent and are materialized in the discourses of political, religious 
and legal leaders. Moreover, they also allow us to understand the new forms of 
neoliberal universalisms of international institutions (above all, non-governmen-

tal organizations and instances of the United Nations), which under the pretext 
of combating AIDS or the supposedly “natural” homophobia of the continent, 
promote actions considered as dangerously salvationist or victimizer.

These publications – resulting from empirical research, activist reflections, 
and artistic interventions – seem to promote a very fertile dialogue among the peo-

ple involved in almost the entire continent, although the reflections are predom-

inantly produced from English-speaking countries. The confluence of the critical 
and reflexive purposes of these publications is also noteworthy, despite the diver-

sity of historical experiences, social contexts, political situations, or economic 
impacts of the insertion in the world-system that configure cultural arrangements 
very peculiar to each country.

This paper aims to offer short general comments about some of these publi-
cations originally in English and French to provoke comparisons between these 
researches and those carried out in the Americas and elsewhere. To this end, I will 
present, at first, a brief reflection on the historical and anthropological construc-

tion of African bodies as abject, racialized, eroticized and exoticized, paradoxi-
cal objects of desire and repudiation, but always objects of control, which would 
have justified colonization, through the civilizing process. The racialized sexual 
ideology persists to this day as a way of ratifying coloniality itself. Secondly, I will 
describe some of the most thought-provoking publications on sexual and gender 
diversity in African contexts that react to racialized sexual ideology. From these 
publications and timidly relating them to discussions produced in other areas, I 
will elaborate some considerations on the relations between state, nation, biopol-
itics, and sexuality in the Global South, in order to reinforce the reflections on the 

ment’ on all the others [...].” 

Free translation from French: 

“[...] l’ensemble constitué par 

les institutions, les procédures, 

analyses et réflexions, les 

calculs et les tactiques qui per-

mettent d’exercer cette forme 

bien spécifique, quoique très 

complexe, de pouvoir qui a pour 

cible principale la population, 

pour forme majeure de savoir 

l’économie politique, pour 

instrument technique essentiel 

les dispositifs de sécurité [...]”; 

and “[...] la tendance, la ligne de 

force qui, dans tout l’Occident, 

n’a pas cessé de conduire, et 

depuis fort longtemps, vers 

la prééminence de ce type de 

pouvoir qu’on peut appeler 

le “gouvernement” sur tous 

les autres [...].” By dispositive, 

Foucault understands the 

heterogeneous set that 

encompasses “[...] discourses, 

institutions, architectural orga-

nizations, regulatory decisions, 

laws, administrative measures, 

scientific statements, philo-

sophical, moral, philanthropic 

propositions” that may have the 

strategic function of producing 

truths with powerful effects on 

bodies, thus becoming biopoliti-

cal. Biopolitical governmentality 

is, therefore, this peculiar gov-

ernment of the bodies instituted 

by Western modernity – free 

translation from Portuguese: 

“[...] discursos, instituições, 

organizações arquitetônicas, 

decisões regulamentares, leis, 

medidas administrativas, enun-

ciados científicos, proposições 

filosóficas, morais, filantrópi-

cas.” (1998, p. 244)

4  Homophobia/lesbophobia/
transphobia is understood here 

as the set of power effects of 

discriminatory speeches and 

acts directed at people and col-

lectives who express non-nor-

mative or alternative sexualities 

and gender identities.
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“[...] main discourses that dominate the debate on homosexuality, showing the 
colonial roots that still cross it.”5 (Rea, 2018, p. 21), not only in the African context 
but in the Global South6.

The ero/exoticization of African bodies as part of the dark continent discourse

From the 15th and 16th centuries on, culminating between the 18th and 20th cen-

turies, powerful discursivities establishing truths about the bodies were developed 
in Europe with the institution of modern biomedical sciences and legal-moral 
disciplines (Foucault, 1995, 1999). The instituted knowledge contributed to legiti-
mizing the bourgeois colonial and imperialist expansionist projects, by producing, 
naturalizing, and justifying the hierarchies of race, gender, and sex that, to this 
day, continue to compose, essentialize, and materialize, through the bodies, the 
metaphysics of difference (Mbembe, 2000) and the imperialist and colonial differ-

ence (Mignolo, 2011). The white and virile European bodies were established as 
authentic carriers of civilization, rationality, and hombrity, while the non-white 
bodies, mainly black Africans and Native Americans, were established as bestial, 
emotional, or lax bodies (although this discourse was quite ambiguous), upon 
which a discipline of control and domestication should fall, thereby granting the 
submission and/or the enslavement on “scientific” and “moral” bases.

Although submission and even slavery based on racial hierarchies predate 
European and Arab colonialism and imperialism (Moore, 2007; N’Diaye, 2006; Tra-

belsi, 2010, 2016), as do gender binarism and heteronormativity (Fausto-Sterling, 
2000), we realize, based on Quijano (2000), Mgnolo (2008), and Foucault (1995, 
2004b), that the biopolitical dispositives of governmentality established by Europe-

an modernity created and continue to impose very singular social relations based 
on racial and sexual cleavages that particularize coloniality. Thus, the image is 
forged of the nègre-biologique-sexuel-sensuel-et-génital7, in Fanon’s words (1952: 163), 
which would guarantee the sexualization and eroticization of Africa (Sub-Saharan 
Africa, but not only) as an instrument of power in the service of colonization (Mc-

Clintok, 1995). With decolonization, sexuality and the control of bodies, as well as 
the medical-scientific and legal-moral discursivities of European inspiration, did 
not cease to be instruments of power. However, they have acquired other mean-

ings, for example through the continuity of male domination and the silencing of 
certain sexual practices and alternative modes of sexual subjectivation (Amadi-
ume, 2006; Ndjio, 2012; Nyanzi, 2011).

European medical-scientific discursivities have expanded around the world 
as the main institutionalized providers of truths about bodies, largely based on 
the elaboration of racial and sexual taxonomies (white vs. black; heterosexual vs. 
homosexual, etc.). Over time, the contents of the discursivities may even have 
undergone revisions and thus the old taxonomies have been officially rejected 
(or re-signified?). But their real effects are still felt today – not only populating 
imaginaries but also serving as parameters for policies. In the context of French 
colonization8, Peiretti-Courtis (2015) analyzed the way these discursivities were 

5  Free translation from Portu-

guese: “[...] principais discursos 

que dominam o debate sobre a 

homossexualidade, mostrando 

as raízes coloniais que, ainda, o 

atravessam.”

6  It will not be presented 

here the discussion that gives 

rise to the expressions Global 

North and Global South. For 

the purposes of this article, 

the Global North is considered 

to be the set of globalizing 

countries in their actions of 

perpetuating colonialism and 

imperialism through capitalism, 

while the Global South is formed 

by countries and regions that 

react, in some way, to the 

impositions of the Global North, 

sometimes creatively producing 

new particular political forms 

and guiding global alternatives 

against universalism. See, to 

this subject, Ballestrin (2017), 

Castro-Gómez (2019) and Santos 

(2007). Nor will the discussion 

of the opposition between West 

and East be presented further 

here, although these categories 

will be used throughout the 

text, more or less as treated by 

Carrier (2003) and Said (1990).

7  Free translation from 

French, that means negro-bi-
ological-sexual-sexy-and-genital.

8  See Burton (1999), Han et al. 
(2018), and Levine (2007) for the 

British colonial context.
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inscribed in medical manuals and treatises that disseminated those taxonomies 
in the form of a “somatic ethnology” or a “natural history of races” and even “hy-

gienic guides” for travelers. Through these discursivities, the invention of races 
and their hierarchy went hand in hand with the naturalization of the teleological 
reality of sexual dimorphism and gender binarism and with the imperatives of 
“healthy” reproduction (Gontijo, 2018; Gontijo and Schaan, 2017) that support(ed) 
the prerogatives of coloniality, as confirmed by Dorlin (2006, 2009) and Gargallo 
(2014). Therefore, the dark continent discourse (Jungar and Oinas, 2004) was uni-
versalized and essentialized, based on the hyper-sexualization of African bodies 
(Boëtsch and Savarese, 1999).

The case of Sarah Baartman illustrates well the hyper-sexualization of African 
bodies. This was the name given at the end of the 18th century by the colonizers to 
a Khoikhoi woman, an ethnic group pejoratively called “Hottentot”. She was taken 
from her village to Cape Town, South Africa, then under English rule, to work in 
private homes and ranches under slave-like conditions. In 1810, a British military 
surgeon, Alexander Dunlop, proposed to Sarah’s “employer”, Hendrik Caesars, that 
they could earn money by exhibiting her in freak shows in London. She caught 
the attention of Europeans for her hypertrophic buttocks (steatopygia) and her 
stretched vaginal lips (macronymphia), both organs considered more prominent 
than those of European women. From her exhibition between 1810 and 1814, as 
an animal inside a cage in London’s showrooms, she was ironically nicknamed 
by journalists as the “Hottentot Venus”, a term that would later consecrate her in 
sensationalist anthropological literature. After a brief stay in the Netherlands, 
she was exhibited in Paris from 1814 onwards by an exotic animal dealer who 
charged so that people could touch her. She was frequently raped and even gave 
birth to a child that did not survive. Some “scientists” of the time, the same who 
would become known for their racial and sexual taxonomies, rushed to analyze 
her, some with permission to carry out experiments on her body, such as Georges 
Cuvier. It was after contact with Sarah that Cuvier and others designated the black 
African populations as the “most inferior races” in existence – for some of these 
members of the French nobility, Sarah represented a sort of missing link between 
animality and humanity.

After she died in 1815, of cause never ascertained or reported, Sarah became 
even more of a literal object of racial(ist) speculation. Her corpse was dissected, 
the vulva, anus, and brain were stored in formalin solutions for research (and 
eventually exhibited as curious museum pieces), the skeleton was reconstruct-
ed by Cuvier and permanently exhibited until 1974 along with a life-size plaster 
statue. Her remains were exhibited initially at the Muséum National d’Histoire 
Naturelle / Jardin des Plantes, and then at the Musée de l’Homme, both in Paris, 
where her statue was displayed at the entrance with her back to the visitors so 
that they would be immediately impacted by what made Sarah so bizarre and an-

imalistic by European racial standards: her buttocks. Shortly after the end of the 
apartheid in South Africa, the Khoikhoi began a popular mobilization to reinforce 
the request, initiated in the 1940s, for the restitution by the French government 
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of Sarah’s remains, which eventually happened in 2002, not without controversy. 
A funerary ritual was then performed in the Cape Town region to accommodate 
the remains – however, the brain, anus, and vulva were reportedly lost (!!) in the 
French museum reserves (Abrahams, 2003; Bancel et al., 2014; Blanckaert, 2014; 
Dias and Belizze, 2020; Ferreira and Hamlin, 2010; Gordon-Chipembere, 2011; 
Holmes, 2009; Qureshi, 2004). Sarah’s story was not an isolated case: until the 
1930s, hundreds of non-European people were exhibited, almost always by force, 
in human zoos (such as at the Jardin d’Acclimatation in Paris), colonial exhibitions, 
and universal exhibitions in Europe and the United States to strengthen the ideol-
ogy of white supremacy and the consequent inferiority of non-European peoples 
and thus sanction colonialism and imperialism, now on a supposedly “scientific 
base” (Bancel et al., 2002) 9.

Also in France, just over two centuries after the terror inflicted on Sarah, yet 
another facet of the dark continent discourse would unfold, with the controversy 
generated around the publications in 2018 and 2019 of two books: Sexe, Race & 

Colonies: la domination des corps du XVe siècle à nos jours (Sex, Race & Colonies: the 
domination of bodies from the 15th century to today) edited by Blanchard, Bancel, 
Boëtsch, Taraud, and Thomas, with a foreword by Achille Mbembe, published by 
La Découverte in 2018; and the following year, the same group of editors, joined 
by Chalaye, Robles, Sharpley-Whiting, Staszak, and Yahi edited Sexualités, Identités 

& Corps Colonisés (Sexualities, Identities & Colonized Bodies), published by the 
French National Council for Scientific Research (Conseil National de la Recherche 
Scientifique, CNRS).

The first book started from the way in which sexuality, domination, and col-
onization entangled in European minds over the last six centuries inventing an 
“other” that should be controlled through the appropriation of “its” body and ter-

ritory. The publication counted with the contribution of a hundred historians, 
anthropologists, sociologists, political scientists, literary critics, artists, etc. from 
different nationalities who explained the central role that sex plays in (past and 
persistent) colonial power relations. With the help of 1,200 illustrations, the pub-

lication attempted to bring to light visual documents that fabricated the exotic 
gaze and Western erotic fantasies, reflections of colonial and post-colonial racial 
and sexual domination. The texts helped to understand the context of production 
of the images, their diffusion, and reception, as well as the importance of visual 
history to decolonize our view and deconstruct the colonial order that had or-

ganized sexuality based on racial criteria validated even by science. The second 
book continued the reflections of the first one in an attempt to demonstrate that 
sexuality and racial hierarchies were consubstantial to the administration of the 
colonial enterprise and the elaboration of transnational imaginaries inventing a 
kind of globalized hegemonic sexuality.

Hundreds of reports, interviews, reviews, television and radio shows, and 
posts on social networks and blogs have created a very negative environment for 
the reception of these books, accused of extolling colonial violence against col-
onized people and their descendants, unnecessarily spectacularizing past social 

9  The documentary movie 

by Pascal Blanchard and Bruno 

Victor-Pujebet deals with the 

human zoos – available in 

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=pysovxQbfW8.
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relations (racialized and sexualized ones), retaking grudges and resentments that 
would have already been well resolved between ex-colonizers and ex-colonized 
people, and, finally, of being pornographic manifestos that perpetuate the sexu-

al crimes they were intended to denounce (due to the voyeuristic character that 
supposedly did not consider the victims) 10.

Behind the virulence of the criticisms coming from all spectrums of the po-

litical gradient was the fear of touching on the subject of “colonial ideology” and 
its post-colonial legacies11 by exposing the social fracture that can be observed in 
France today (for example, when the frequent crises explode in the French urban 
peripheries starring black people and/or people of Muslim origin). Dangerously, 
this would denounce the current fragility of the cultural arbitraries that still try 
to sustain the cunning French (imperialist) national project. The criticism further 
relates to the difficulty that colonizing countries have in dealing with the fact that 
sexuality was not just a marginal aspect of colonization, but a fundamental part of 
the colonial enterprise in the past and in its unalterable neocolonial unfolding in 
contemporary times – under the form, for example, of a sort of bionecropolitical 
coloniality (Burton, 1999; Dorlin, 2009; Hyam, 1991; Levine, 2007; Lima, 2018; 
McClintok, 1995; Stoler, 1995, 2002) 12.

The dark continent discourse thus produced and reproduced ad nauseam perpet-

uated the stereotyped representation of black populations as naturally lascivious 
and the consequent need to discipline their bodies through heteronormativity 
embedded in the European civilizing process (Dorlin, 2009; Epprecht, 2008a). With 
the decolonization of Africa, Europe was no longer so religious, heteronormativity 
was no longer based on the same moral principles, and female protagonism and 
alternative sexualities were no longer threats to the development of the world-sys-

tem idealized by the West. At that moment, part of the African elites, in general, 
adopted the structures of the legal and political systems and the religious ideolo-

gies of European origin for the conformation of the new national states of the con-

tinent, as observed by Kaoma (2009) and Ndjio (2012), which led to severe criticism 
by Western countries, now in the name of Human Rights (Aderinto, 2014; Aldrich, 
2003). Internally, reactions and creative forms of resistance intensified in several 
African countries (Broqua, 2012; Duranti, 2008; Gaudio, 2009; Hayes, 2000; Mate-

beni, 2011), contrary to both Western discursivities instituting a new hegemonic 
order (civilizational, salvationist, and redemptionist) that seeks to reinforce the 
single history denounced by Adichie (2019), as well as to nationalist narratives of a 
sexist and/or homophobic nature that deny sexual and gender diversity in Africa 
and install what Herdt (2009) has called sexual panic as a modality of moral panic 
(Aarmo, 1999; Awondo, 2012; Awondo et al., 2013; Dudink, 2013; Guebeguo, 2006b; 
Gunkel, 2013; Ireland, 2013; Izugbara, 2004; M’Baye, 2013; Tamale, 2007).

African Sexual and Gender Diversity in Texts, Pretexts, and Contexts

The changes in perspectives that occurred in the European colonizing coun-

tries and in the United States from the mid-20th century on, represented by the 

10  See some of those negative 

comments in:https://www.

liberation.fr/debats/2018/09/30/

un-ouvrage-sans-ambition-sci-

entifique_1682245, https://

orientxxi.info/lu-vu-entendu/

sexe-race-et-colonies-le-livre-

corps-souille,2760 and https://

www.arretsurimages.net/chro-

niques/le-matinaute/sexe-race-

et-colonies-pascal-blanchard-

ne-veut-pas-debattre.

11  Blanchard’s scholarly 

project involves, from its 

beginning, the unveiling of the 

contemporary dispositives that 

maintain what he calls “colonial 

ideology” and “colonial 

memory”” challenging the old 

conception of French citizenship 

(Blanchard, 2005). It is worth 

remembering that France is a 

colonialist nation that preserves 

a dozen overseas territories and 

departments today.

12  Critical theoretical, meth-

odological, and epistemological 

perspectives grouped under 

the appellation of “postco-

lonial” (Loomba et al., 2005), 

in particular those organized 

around Indian subaltern studies 
(Chakrabarty, 2002), African/

Black decoloniality or pan-Afri-

can critique (Malomalo, 2019; 

Mbembe, 2005), and Latin Amer-

ican decoloniality (Lander, 2005; 

Maldonado-Torres, 2018) seem 

to generate a certain discomfort 

in European academia, as can 

be noted in Amselle’s (2008) 

deprecations.
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condemnation of raci(al)ist and eugenic practices and the gradual revision of the 
conceptions of gender and sexuality, as well as by decolonization itself, did not 
occur naturally by the initiative of the rulers of these countries, nor only as the 
result of struggles of the oppressed and/or colonized collectives. They were the 
result, above all, of reactions to the generalized discontent with the oppressive 
world order, which led, for example, to the creation of the United Nations and its 
instances and the universalization of the Human Rights message.

However, this would not have resulted in a world-system without oppressions, 
but rather, a displacement or resizing of power relations (Dudink, 2013). These 
relations, based on Western legal-moral disciplines, the ideal of social justice, and 
Human Rights discourses oppose what Jaunait et al. have defined as the hegemony 
of heterocentric nationalisms and white supremacists and thus promote the rhet-
oric of universal sexual democracy that reinforces the impression of a hegemonic 
globalized sexuality (Jaunait et al., 2013). According to Jackson (2009), Jews and 
homosexuals, for example, were previously considered as “races” to be banned, 
they have now become components of the allegedly inclusive Western cultural 
diversity. In contrast, Muslims, regarded as fundamentalists, and Africans, con-

sidered as traditionalists, became dangerous, no longer on biological grounds (the 
racial hierarchy), but on cultural grounds (“the clash of civilizations”), for allegedly 
disrespecting Human Rights.

The publications of the last three decades on sexual and gender diversity in the 
African continent seem to emerge, in the contexts described above, precisely to 
account for the reactions and creative forms of resistance that abound in the most 
diverse African countries as alternative ways of dealing with the new world-system 
configurations against the dark continent discourse and the single history. Before 
proceeding with the brief exposition of a selection of these publications, it is nec-

essary to make some considerations.
African heterogeneity is considerable, be it cultural, political, economic, his-

torical, or about the ways of production of scientific and philosophical knowledge, 
which could make any attempt to analyze together and compare this production 
difficult. However, since decolonization, a successful effort has been made to elab-

orate theoretical (and epistemopolitical) perspectives that enable transnational 
comparisons at the continental level (Mafeje, 2001; Mbembe, 2000; Malomalo, 
2019; Mudimbe, 2013), as it is the case, for example, of the discussions promoted 
within the scope of the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in 
Africa (CODESRIA) 13. In presenting the publications on sexual and gender diversi-
ty in Africa, I will not specifically discuss issues concerning how these pan-African 
or Afro-centric theoretical perspectives are constituted14.

Recent publications on sexualities on the continent are mostly in English, par-

ticularly edited books. They represent much more the sub-Saharan English-speak-

ing countries, especially South Africa (and then Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, 
Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe), although some of these publications 
also discuss the realities of French- or Arabic-speaking countries – and to a lesser 
extent, Portuguese-speaking ones. Some journal dossiers and articles in French 

13  CODESRIA, based in Dakar, 

Senegal, was the first institution 

created after decolonization 

to bring together African 

researchers and promote 

research in the social sciences, 

with a prominent role in the 

proposal of theories most 

appropriate to the multiple 

realities of the continent, 

contributing significantly to the 

social development of / in the 

region. Gender is a highly visible 

theme in research promoted by 

CODESRIA, while research on 

sexuality is still timid (when not 

directly linked to gender). See: 

https://www.codesria.org.

14  In addition to CODESRIA, 

there are a number of research 

and/or activist institutions that 

promote important discussions 

and studies on gender and sex-

uality on the continent, such as 

the Human Sciences Research 

Council (http://www.hsrc.ac.za/

en), based in South Africa, 

the African Regional Sexuality 

Resource Center (http://www. 

arsrc.org), based in Nigeria, the 

Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe 

(https://galz.org) based in 

Zimbabwe, or the collective 

Femmes Sous Lois Musulmanes 

(http://www.wluml.org/

fr), with a strong emphasis 

on discussions and studies 

on reproductive health and 

confronting sexual diseases and 

violence. To enable a reflection 

on Afrocentrist homophobic 

discourses, see Gilroy (2001) or 

Bussotti and Tembe (2014).
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generally deal with the realities of French- or Arabic-speaking countries, most 
frequently Senegal, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, and Morocco, while articles, disser-

tations, and theses in Portuguese deal with the realities of Portuguese-speaking 
countries, mainly Mozambique and, to a lesser extent, Cape Verde – no Portu-

guese-language books or dossiers were found. The realities in the north of the 
continent, in Arabic-speaking countries, are often studied in comparison to the 
realities in the Middle East, due to the Arab-Muslim influence, and, for this reason, 
will be less addressed here. Nor will the Portuguese language texts be analyzed, 
for the reasons stated above15.

More or less insidiously, the colonial anthropological literature presents some 
examples of practices and identities linked to sexuality in the most diverse societ-
ies subjected to colonization. Starting from conceptions, concerns, and anxieties 
of the anthropologist’s own society, from a functional-structuralist perspective, 
the researches dealt with these practices and identities by linking them coyly to 
the following themes: the need for marriages due to the lack of women or lack of 
men in the societies in question, the rituals, and transitory magical-religious ac-

tivities, and the social conditions created by the colonizers, such as homosociality 
promoted by the labor situation in the mines of the southern part of the continent 
or in cities16. Indeed, according to Epprecht (2008b), homosexuality (the term Ep-

precht uses to address sexual and gender diversity) was almost always portrayed as 
an imitation of heterosexuality or something that informed about the normality/
normativity of heterosexuality; when more modern forms of sexual subjectivation 
began to develop in African cities, as a consequence of the economic dynamics 
of urbanization from the beginning of the 20th century, anthropologists turned a 
blind eye, since this reality did not correspond to their functional-structuralist 
schemes based preferentially on the search for ethnic determinations (Epprecht, 
2005).

The accounts contained in these early researches, some of them reviewed 
today by African researchers, served two purposes. On the one hand, they helped 
to demonstrate the complex relations established in the colonial period with the 
systematic silencing of sexual and gender diversity and its framing in Western het-
eronormative parameters, also showing the historical tradition of this diversity on 
the continent (Epprecht, 2005; Murray and Roscoe, 1998). But on the other hand, 
these researches reinforced, in the postcolonial period of African nation-state 
formation, what Epprecht (2008a) has called the nationalist allegory of exclusive 
heterosexuality, that is, the political use of the idea of the exogeny of homosexu-

ality and the promotion of the alleged “naturally” African heterosexuality (Amory, 
1997; Guebeguo, 2006b; Hayes, 2000; Mbembe, 2006; Mbisi, 2011; Miescher, 2005; 
Ndjio, 2012; Ratele, 2008; Rebucini, 2013) 17.

From then on, a new generation of African researchers, mainly from the 
southern part of the continent, felt challenged to confront homophobic allegories 
and heterosexist and androcentric representations of African identity by exposing 
their own (or their interlocutors’) “coming out” stories, according to Epprecht 
(2008b: 62), and to “[...] courageously seek evidence of the diversity of sensual 

15  There is a good review of 

available texts on sexualities 

in the Portuguese language in 

Miguel’s (2014, 2019) Master 

dissertation (about Cape Verde) 

and doctoral thesis (about 

Mozambique), as well as in some 

of his articles (Miguel, 2016a, 

2016b). It is noted the scarcity 

of studies on the theme in São 

Tomé and Príncipe, Guinea-Bis-

sau, and Angola. Some dossiers 

published in Brazilian journals 

also contain articles on the 

theme, not only concerning 

Portuguese-speaking countries, 

but also English-speaking coun-

tries, especially South Africa, 

such as the dossier published 

in Revista Estudos Feministas 
in 2019, edited by Moutinho 

(2019). Finally, Rea’s work has 

been contributing in recent 

years to instigate reflections on 

sexualities in African contexts 

(Rea, 2017, 2019), as does 

Langa’s article (2018).

16  For a review of the 

bibliography on that theme, see 

Epprecht (2008b), Guebeguo 

(2006b), Krouse (1993), Miguel 

(2019), Murray and Roscoe 

(1998), and Ombolo (1990).

17  There are many examples 

of politicians and even African 

presidents who, in recent years, 

have been busily denouncing 

the exogenous character of 

homosexuality on the continent 

and claiming that same-sex 

practices are also contrary to 

the moral precepts of the new 

African societies, based on 

Christianity (which, paradoxi-

cally, is actually exogenous to 

the continent). These discourses 

happen, in general, as reactions 

to the increasing visibilization 

of identities based on sexuality 

– see, for the analysis of these 

political discourses and their 

effects, Aarmo (1999), Awondo 

(2012), Awondo et al. (2013), 

Cheney (2012), Demange 

(2012), Guébeguo (2006a), 

Ireland (2013), Izugbara (2004), 

Larmarange et al. (2009), M’Baye 

(2013), Miguel (2019) and Spronk 

(2012). See, on a curious case in 

Gabon, Paola Audrey’s commen-

tary at: https://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=9eUyzUFqpmc.



Sexual and Gender Diversity, National State and Biopolitics in the Global South

Fabiano Gontijo

dossiê

106

Anu. Antropol. (Brasília) v. 46, n. 2, pp.97-126. (maio-agosto/2021). Universidade de Brasília. ISSN 2357-738X. https://doi.org/10.4000/aa.8320

desire among Africans, just as there may [be evidence of such diversity] among 
people of any other group in the world” – such as Achmat (1993), Donham (1998), 
GALZ (1995), Krouse (1993), Nkoli (1994), Mburu (2000), among others. Between 
the 1990s and 2010s, numerous texts coming from this critical and reflexive per-

spective were published, putting at risk those allegories and the representation 
of African hyper-heterosexualization and denouncing the limitations of the cat-
egories “homosexual”, “bisexual” and “heterosexual” for understanding regional 
realities, such as, in chronological order of release, the books edited by Gevisser 
and Cameron (1995), Murray and Roscoe (1998), Blackwood and Wieringa (1999) 18, 
Arnfred (2004), Morgan and Wieringa (2005), Cole et al. (2007), Reddy et al. (2009) 19, 
Tamale (2011), Diesel (2011), Nyeck and Epprecht (2013), Ekine and Abbas (2013), 
Martin and Makhosazana (2013), Matebeni (2014), Sandfort et al. (2015), Lachheb 
(2016), Matebeni (2018) and Spronk and Hendriks (2020) and the dossiers edited by 
Broqua (2012), Broqua et al. (2009), Epprecht (2009) and Guebeguo (2009), Blidon 
and Roux (2011), and Sandfort and Reddy (2013), and the books authored by Hayes 
(2000), Hoad (2007), Epprecht (2008a, 2008b, 2013), Gaudio (2009), Kaoma (2009), 
and Gunkel (2010) 20, among others.

In 199521, the pioneering book edited by Gevisser and Cameron was published, 
dealing specifically with the South African context at a very troubled time in the 
country22. Undoubtedly, the book edited and published in 1998 by Murray and 
Roscoe is the first book most often cited when it comes to research on expressions 
of sexual and gender diversity in various African contexts, and probably the one 
that directly or indirectly served as inspiration for the development of subsequent 
research23. The two American sociologists/anthropologists/activists – who played 
a relevant role in the compilation of dozens of texts on alternative sexualities in 
the most diverse places on the planet – brought together in this book entitled 
Boy-Wives and Female-Husbands: Studies in African Homosexualities24 a set of more 
than 20 texts, comprising academic articles, colonial memoirs, and contemporary 
accounts, including those authored by African researchers, in an attempt to first 
question the myth of the foreign origins of homosexuality in Africa and thus to 
instigate research that would account for the multiplicity of African social situa-

tions and “patterns of same-sex sexuality” (1998: xviii). For the editors, the “myth” 
of the denial of African sexual and gender diversity spread by Europeans became 
a “taboo” spread by Africans in the post-colonial period but based on a European 
morality. And they state:

The colonialists did not introduce homosexuality to Africa. Instead, the Euro-

peans introduced intolerance of homosexuality – and systems of surveillance 

and regulation for suppressing it. These systems failed as long as the African 

reaction was to hide or deny such practices. Only when native people began to 

forget that same-sex patterns were ever a part of their culture did homosexual-

ity become truly stigmatized. (Murray e Roscoe, 1998, p. xvi)

From the message above given by Murray and Roscoe and reinforced by the 

18  The book edited by 

Blackwood and Wieringa (1999) 

deals, in its thirteen chapters, 

with women’s experiences 

of non-normative sexualities 

around the world and presents 

two fundamental texts for 

research in African contexts: 

Kendall’s chapter addresses 

traditional relations between 

women in Lesotho and the 

current impact of the construc-

tion of Western lesbophobic 

discourses (the author also had 

a chapter on the same subject in 

the book by Murray and Roscoe, 

1998), while Aarmo’s text shows 

the way women deal with the 

idea of the exogeny of homosex-

uality in Zimbabwe.

19  This is a book about AIDS 

policies in the South African 

context, with some chapters 

resulting from comparative 

research conducted in other 

English-speaking countries such 

as Malawi and Zimbabwe. 

20  The author deals with the 

way sexual identity emerged 

in the post-apartheid national 

discourse in South Africa, 

making the country the first on 

the continent to recognize the 

rights of homosexual people in 

the 1990s. However, she shows 

that this does not mean that 

there is wide acceptance of 

non-normative sexualities in the 

country, due to the persistence 

of the idea of the exogeny of 

homosexuality and the prevail-

ing modalities of nationalist 

discourses.

21  There is also an edition by 

Ravan Publishing, Johannes-

burg, dated 1994.

22  There are a large number 

of texts on sexual and gender 

diversity in South Africa that 

will not be commented on here 

as they would make a separate 

article, such as Currier (2012), 

Matebeni (2011), Read (2013) or 

Tucker (2009).

23  Recently, in honor of the 

book’s 20th anniversary, an 

article was published address-

ing some important contribu-

tions of the work to sexuality 

studies in Africa (Epprecht, 

Murray, Andam, Miguel, Mbaye & 

Gaudio, 2018).

24  The title seems to dialogue 

directly with Amadiume’s (1987) 
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other authors of the book, African production on the subject increased consistent-
ly throughout the 2000s. At the beginning of the decade, Hayes’ book (2000) entitled 
Queer Nations: Marginal Sexualities in the Maghreb was published. It addresses the 
gender insubordination, dissident sexualities, and marginal sexual experiences 
portrayed in literary works that went against the nation-building projects in force 
in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, former French possessions. The writers cited by 
Hayes envisioned an anti-colonial struggle that would result in sexual liberation 
and more inclusive nations, which ultimately did not happen. This book, along 
with Rebucini’s work (2009, 2013) on Morocco and the book edited by Lachheb 
(2016) containing twelve chapters on the three Maghreb countries and the North 
African diaspora in France, dialogue much more with other publications that 
address sexual and gender diversity in Islamic countries and the homo-islamicus 

(Lachheb, 2016) beyond Africa – such as, the texts contained in Schmitt and Sofer 
(2013 [1992]) or in Murray and Roscoe (1997) or even Massad’s book (2007) – than 
with writings analyzing regions of Islamic majority in sub-Saharan Africa – such 
as, Gaudio (1998, 2009), Larmarange et al. (2009), M’Baye (2013), Niang et al. (2002) 
or Teunis (2001). While the former attest more vigorously to the impact of the 
religious marker and the effects of Arab-Muslim and European colonizations on 
sexualized practices and identities, the latter point to the relevance of religiosity 
in its relation to ethnicity, “African tradition”, and the effects of European coloni-
zation. This is the particularity of the writings on sexual and gender diversity in 
Muslim-majority contexts on the continent.

In 2004, Re-Thinking Sexualities in Africa was published and edited by Arnfred. 
Along its twelve chapters, it addresses mainly female sexuality in the most diverse 
African national contexts. It starts from the critique of the way African sexualities 
are socially constructed as “others” in relation to European modernity, rational-
ity, and civility. While the first part contains texts that theoretically question the 
production of the dark continent discourse, the second part presents research on 
desires carried out in some areas of the continent invisibilized by mainstream 
researchers. Finally, the last part addresses the ongoing socioeconomic changes 
that are directly affecting gender relations and sexualities.

The book edited in 2007 by Cole et al. under the title Africa after Gender? also 

proposes reflections on the relations between gender and sexuality based on that 
alleged African “otherness”. The sixteen texts in the book address the following 
themes: the volatility of the concept of gender when applied to the African conti-
nent and the very volatility of gender itself with the emergence of new models of 
women, public spaces and female activism, the relations between gendered sub-

jectivations and the elaborations of national identities, and finally masculinities, 
misogyny, and seniority in the so-called “post-gender” African context. In these 
two books, one can perceive the joint path traced by gender studies and sexuality 
studies on the continent.

Since 2005, several publications show a more direct approach of non-norma-

tive and alternative sexualities, such as Tommy Boys, Lesbian Men and Ancestral 

Wives, edited by Morgan and Wieringa, about the dissident sexual and gender 

also groundbreaking book, Male 
Daughters, Female Husbands: 
Gender and Sex in an African 
Society, which deals with how 

women in a particular rural 

region of Nigeria had their 

status of power transformed by 

colonialism and religion and 

maintained by the educational 

system; the author suggests that 

Third-World women must polit-

ically challenge governments 

by denouncing the cultural 

and historical arbitraries that 

underpin patriarchal systems 

in order to regain the power 

they had before colonization, 

now on new bases. The author’s 

texts (see also Amadiume, 1997) 

echo those of Oyěwùmí (1997) 

in proposing an African feminist 

thought critical of Western black 

and white feminisms.
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identities and practices of women. This peculiar book, that is originated in an 
activity of the congress of the International Association for the Study of Sexuality, 
Culture and Society (IASSCS), brings together ten texts written by women who, in 
their respective countries (South Africa, Namibia, Kenya, Swaziland, Tanzania, 
Uganda, and Zimbabwe), are either human rights and “homosexual” activists or 
social workers and researchers. They were asked to collect narratives about ho-

mophobic practices and the tactics adopted by the interlocutors to maintain the 
“secrecy” and the “silence” for survival in a hostile environment – Miguel (2016a, 
2019) observed similar tactics in his research with men in Mozambique and Cape 
Verde. Therefore, the book shows forms of traditional and institutionalized rela-

tionships among women in some areas of the continent, their claims for sexual 
rights, and the emotions of those who resist oppression in their communities.

The book by Hoad (2007) – entitled African Intimacies: Race, Homosexuality, and 

Globalization – and the two books by Epprecht (2008a, 2008b) – the first one entitled 
Heterosexual Africa? The History of an Idea from the Age of Explorations to the Age of 
AIDS and the second one, Unspoken Facts: A History of Homosexualities in Africa are 

important due to the historicities and critical theories they offer.
Hoad starts from the speeches given by African political leaders on the “exog-

eny of homosexuality” to propose a critical analysis of the anthropological pro-

duction, covering the genealogies of the exaggerated representations of African 
“homosexuality” (and of the ideas of race, sex, and nation) in the context of the 
historical experiences of imperialism, decolonization, and globalization. He de-

nounces several problems inherent in the texts produced on the subject: the defi-

nition or lack of definition of what is meant by “Africa”, the designation of what 
is defined as “sexuality” as an analytical category or as “sexualities” as a classif-
icatory category, and the delimitation of “homosexuality” or “homosexualities”. 
These issues are present in the texts in Murray and Roscoe (1998) and in Arnfred 
(2004) or even in the work of Amadiume (1987) – considered, however, positively 
as pioneering. Hoad assesses the public character that sexuality seems to acquire 
“naturally” in modern Western thought – the embodied pleasures, their histories, 
and traumas, as already stated by Foucault (1999) –, which seems to contrast with 
the expressions of sexual and gender diversity in Africa, marked by “secrecy” and 
“silence” – as also suggested by Miguel (2019) and Morgan and Wieringa (2005). 
Finally, the author presents a study of historical and literary representations of 
intimacies between men. He contextualizes them in light of recent debates about 
the “exogenous character of homosexuality” and the need to discuss sexuality in 
Africa about the HIV/AIDS epidemic on the continent.

As for Epprecht’s books (2008a, 2008b), both denounce the heterosexist char-

acter of 19th and 20th centuries ethnographic production that made sub-Saharan 
Africa the place par excellence of the denial of homosexuality by creating “[...] 
the impression that Africans are practically unique in the world by the absence 
of, ignorance about, or intolerance toward exceptions to heterosexual norms.” 
(2008a, p. 35). During the colonial era, Europe condemned homosexuality while its 
practice was commonplace in certain situations on the African continent. When 
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Europe began to promote the discourse of Human Rights, including that of homo-

sexual people, Africa was accused of disrespecting Human Rights and, in particu-

lar, the sexualities considered by Europeans as non-normative, since the continent 
continued to occupy the privileged place of absolute otherness and exception in 
relation to Europe. Recently, according to the author, researchers informed by 
post-structuralism, feminist critique, and queer theory, after the (partial) decrimi-
nalization and destigmatization of homosexuality in laws, psychiatry, and popular 
culture in the West, have endeavored to counter the stereotypes produced over 
the centuries. New researches on the experiences of sexual and gender diversity 
in ritual and magical-religious contexts, in parallel with the emergence of West-
ern-inspired, openly “homosexual” urban activist groups opposed to state and 
religious homophobia, challenge the traditional culture of “secrecy” and “silence”. 
The Western partners of these activists and agents in the new urban scenario 
make use of, in part, colonial anthropological studies to justify “homosexuality” as 
something naturally African, but, according to Epprecht, without much criticism 
of this already dated and markedly colonialist researches25.

The protagonism of Epprecht’s enterprise is further noted in the organization, 
in 2009, of the dossier “New Perspectives on Sexualities in Africa”, together with 
Guebeguo, published in the Canadian Journal of African Studies. This dossier con-

tains articles and reviews in English and French on widowhood and inheritance in 
Uganda, religion and AIDS prevention in Namibia, transactional sexualities among 
men in Mali, homosexual activism, disability, and AIDS in South Africa, sexual 
morality and corporeality in Kenya, and finally, activism and gay rights in Camer-

oon. The two introductory texts by the editors (Epprecht, 2009; Guebeguo, 2009) 
together constitute a review of new perspectives on research on the continent.

In the same year, the dossier “La Fabrique des Identités Sexuelles” (The Fac-

tory of Sexual Identities) was also published in the journal Autrepart, edited by 
Broqua and Eboko (2009). It presents articles resulting from researches in var-

ious contexts around the world, including in African countries, in particular on 
the religious framing of sexual practices in Ethiopia, the perceptions of wives of 
men who have sexual relations with other men in Senegal, commercialized sexual 
transactions in a tourist area in the same country, commercialized sexual trans-

actions of women in Morocco, the social conception of virility in Burkina Faso, 
monetized marital relations in the same country, male and female identities in 
times of globalization in Mali, and finally “transactional sexualities” in an urban 
area in Cameroon.

Broqua edited another dossier in 2012 on African contexts, in the journal 
Politique Africaine (“L’Émergence des Minorités Sexuelles dans l’Espace Public en 
Afrique”, The emergence of sexual minorities in the public space in Africa). This 
dossier contains articles on the role of United States evangelical Christians in 
shaping sexual morality and the political agenda in Uganda, heterosexism in rap 
music in Gabon, media, politics, and homosexuality in Cameroon, the insertion 
of the category “transgender” in activism in Namibia and South Africa, an art ex-

hibition on transgenderity and social justice on the continent, a photo essay, and 

25  It is worth mentioning the 

importance of Kaoma’s work, 

with several texts published 

since 2009 dealing with the 

relationship between religiosity 

and sexuality, with emphasis on 

the effects of the advances of 

United States neo-Pentecostal 

Christian churches, especially in 

the context of Uganda (Kaoma, 

2009).
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a French translation of part of Evans-Pritchard’s classic “Sexual Inversion among 
the Azande”, originally published in the early 1970s.

Two other dossiers were published. The first one is very succinct, in French, 
“(Géo)politique du Sexe” (Geopolitics of sex) and was edited by Blidon and Roux 
(2011) and published in the journal L’Espace Politique. It is composed of articles 
on male homosexuality and on the relationship between labor migration and 
sexuality, both in Morocco and one on “homosexual identifications” and post-co-

lonial tensions in Cameroon, in addition to articles on sexuality among African 
migrants in France. The second one, in English, “African Same-Sex Sexualities and 
Gender-Diversity”, was edited by Sandfort and Reddy (2013) and published in the 
journal Culture, Health & Sexuality. It contains eight articles and seven reviews; the 
articles are based on case studies conducted in English-speaking countries, such 
as South Africa, Botswana, Cameroon, Ghana, and Nigeria.

In the 2010s, the literature seems to bring some kind of affiliation to the queer 
theory more explicitly – always taking into account local theoretical needs. This 
was the case, for example, of Queer African Reader, published in 2013 and edited 
by Ekine and Abbas. The book was translated into Portuguese, reorganized, and 
recently published in two parts – the first one by Rea, Paradis, and Amancio (2018) 
and the second one by Rea, Fonseca, and Silva (2020) 26. In the second publication 
in Portuguese, besides chapters from the Queer African Reader, one can also find 
some translated chapters from another important book published in 2014 and 
edited by Matebeni, Reclaiming Afrikan: Queer Perspectives on Sexual and Gender 
Identities. The book by Matebeni brings together not only academic texts but also 
critical and artistic essays. Both books aim to recover the anti-normative char-

acter of queer theory and associate it with a reflection on African identity from 
an anti-colonial perspective – hence the title of the second book – and the need 
to produce knowledge by connecting academic production and arts to activism. 
In 2018, Matebeni edited another book with Moro and Reddy, continuing their 
project, Queer in Africa: LGBTQI Identities, Citizenship, and Activism, with texts by 
researchers and activists from English-speaking countries on the continent, main-

ly South Africa.
Still in the 2010s, Tamale edited African Sexualities: a Reader, published in 2011, 

Nyeck and Epprecht edited Sexual Diversity in Africa: Politics, Theory, Citizenship, 
of 2013, Sandfort, Simenel, Mwachiro, and Reddy published Boldly Queer: African 

Perspectives on Same-Sex Sexuality and Gender Diversity, 2015, and Epprecht wrote 
Sexuality and Social Justice in Africa, 201327.

The first one, with almost 700 pages and more than 60 chapters by authors 
from countries all over the continent, joins theoretical reflections and academic 
discussions with poems, essays, and activist texts. The book begins with reflec-

tions related to the particularities of research on sexual and gender diversity on 
the continent and the discussion of particular theories, goes through a wide range 
of topics (power and politics of sexuality, sexual representations and identity prac-

tices, reproductive rights, masculinities, physical disability and vulnerability, 
AIDS, violence and homophobia, and spirituality) and ends with the proposal of 

26  For more detailed com-

ments on the book, see Rea’s 

publications (2017, 2019).

27  Also worth mentioning are 

the less academic books edited 

by Diesel (2011) – which brings 

together biographical narra-

tives, poems, photo essays, and 

accounts of the South African 

lesbian universe – and the one 

by Martin and Makhosazana 

(2013) –which contains literary 

short stories depicting the 

experiences of non-normative 

and alternative sexualities in 

various African contexts.
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“pedagogical approaches” to counter the perception that non-normative sexuali-
ties are exogenous and not consistent with contemporary African reality. The book 
edited by Sandfort et al. (2015), as a result of a congress that took place in Nairobi 
in 2014, aligned with the undertakings of Tamale (2011), Ekine and Abbas (2013) 
and Matebeni (2014), and Matebeni et al. (2018), compiles texts, papers abstracts, 
and photo essays by academics and activists from diverse areas of Africa (mainly, 
English-speaking countries, such as South Africa, Botswana, Nigeria, Kenya, and 
Uganda), largely who consider themselves as queers, gays, lesbians, homosexuals, 
etc.

The book edited by Nyeck and Epprecht (2013), on the other hand, has just 
over ten chapters with the results of researches – conducted in Cameroon, Gam-

bia, Ghana, Mali with special emphasis on South Africa – around the need to 
decolonize Western representations in order to understand “[...] the complex, 
multifaceted nature of sexuality, sexual practices, and gender performance in 
Africa.” (Nyeck and Epprecht, 2013, p. 5). Moreover, the book dated the same year 
exclusively authored by Epprecht presents another good review of studies on sex-

uality in the continent, an important discussion on the relations between state, 
churches, and sexuality, and a propositional reflection with the strategies for the 
struggles for social justice. The four main arguments supported by the author 
are: non-normative sexualities are not exogenous to the continent; the ordinary 
“secrets” and “silences” about sexual and affective experiences can be revealed 
and traditions can be modified without the “African civilization” perishing; Human 
Rights for “sexual minorities” can benefit the entire population; and the excessive 
focus on negative aspects of African ways of life (on the part, but not only, of 
international organizations that globalize the fight against homophobia without 
taking into account local particularities) harms, rather than contributes to local 
demands for rights and justice.

Epprecht (2013) proposes to talk more about social justice rather than rights, 
because the idea of rights suggests litigation, protest, state, and political economy, 
while the idea of justice suggests negotiation, education, and the role of culture 
in validating inequality. He proposes that we speak of erotic justice, building on 
Ellison (1996) and Kapur (2005), rather than sexual rights or sexual justice, because 
“[...] historical privileges by class, race, and gender have not only been built into 
the capitalist political economy over hundreds of years of unequal globalization, 
they are now very densely built into cultural notions about what is and is not sexy.” 
(Epprecht, 2013, p. 34). Based on the African context and how sexualities appear 
centrally in political debates, Epprecht further suggests, following Ellison’s pro-

posal (1996, p. 114), a liberating ethics of sexuality as the basis for the necessary 
erotic justice that contributes to the abolition of the oppressive power effects pro-

duced by the biopolitical dispositives of governmentality in force on the continent 
in association with Western injunctions.

More recently, a last book was published in English, edited by Spronk and 
Hendriks (2020), containing 24 texts divided into six parts (representations of Af-

rican sexualities; biopolitics and sexual health; gendered identities and same-sex 
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sexual practices; transactional sexualities; religiosity and tradition; and agency 
and pleasure). The book features results of recent researches conducted in dif-

ferent areas of the continent (both English- and French-speaking), but also some 
previously published texts by anthropologists considered to be “classics”, such as 
Evans-Pritchard and Herskovits.

In summary, the 1990s presented a bibliographic production based mainly on 
personal accounts of the experiences of sexual and gender diversity of African 
people who decided to pedagogically describe their “coming out”, while the 2000s 
reinforced the proposal presented in the book by Murray and Roscoe (1998) to 
produce critical reflections on the supposed exogeny of homosexuality and on the 
alleged “natural” homophobia in/of the continent. The 2010s were marked by the 
adaptation of some issues of queer theory to African historical, social, and cul-
tural particularities, by the development of more transnational approaches and, 
finally, by the elaboration of a perspective that can be defined as African/Black 
decoloniality (Malomalo, 2019) or postcolonial queer (Rea, 2017).

Perspectives

After all, what lessons can be learned from African studies on the experiences 
of sexual and gender diversity to help understanding other realities? These les-

sons can be inferred directly from what the studies, to a greater or lesser extent, 
have in common: 1) the questioning character about the formation and config-

uration of states and national projects; 2) the critical attitude towards interna-

tional organizations and institutions for the defense and promotion of Human 
Rights and their actions on the continent; and 3) as a corollary, on the one hand, 
the need to produce reflections on local particularities in their connections with 
nation-building ideologies (and the biopolitical structuring of governmentality), 
and on the other hand, the production of these reflections in their connections 
with the international context of the so-called global culture wars (Kaoma, 2009; 
Sandfort et al., 2015).

Balibar (1988) suggests that modern national states are products of coloniza-

tion since they were all colonized or colonizers in some way, or both at the same 
time. This type of state became universal with European expansionism between 
the 16th and 20th centuries, based, as showed by Quijano (2000) and Wallerstein 
(2006), on colonial, imperial, and capitalist exploitation of a majority by a minori-
ty, through bio(necro)political control of the bodies through regimes of truth that 
establish racial ideology and hierarchy, gender binarism and heteronormativity, 
among other dispositives supported by and sustaining Western medical-scientific 
and legal-moral discursivities (Agamben, 1995; Foucault, 2004a, 2004b; Mbembe, 
2018). In this way, the state relates to sexuality by elaborating the technologies of 
power/knowledge of governmentality that will serve to control the population and 
their bodies through mechanisms of security and coercion located in a territory 

(Foucault 2004a, 2004b).
Western national states would be considered as “civilized” for defending the 
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ideal of Human Rights and individual freedoms and even managing some forms 
of identity-based on the experiences of sexual and gender diversity, always in the 

name of scientific truth and legal security. Therefore, non-Western states would be 
designated as “uncivilized” for keeping the population or part of it under the grip of 
violent security mechanisms to ensure the sovereign integrity of the national terri-

tory, often legitimizing the use of coercion in the name of religion and tradition. The 
former are seen as the bearers of universal happiness, while the latter are seen 
as “others”, promoters of hatred; and thus whiteness is normalized as a “natural” 
expression of civilization and “true” human values (Dabashi, 2011).

The relationship between state and sexuality mediated by social control is not 
exclusive to the political regimes considered by Western states as oppressive, but 
are at the existential basis of all national states, including Western ones, which 
have always created some kind of homo sexualis, just as they instituted the “legiti-
mate” homo œconomicus, homo politicus, homo religiosus, in short, the homo nation-

alis... modern and Western ones. Precisely, African studies on sexuality seem to 
have as a mark the strong interest in the formation of this homo sexualis connected 
to the homo nationalis. By summarizing the works of researchers who had analyzed 
the relation between the state and sexuality, Puri (2004) noticed the recurrence of 
the theme of the control carried out by the state over the most diverse aspects of 
private life, when it delimitates the (variable) contours of the so-called “respect-
able sexualities”. Because it is a Western invention, the concept of sexual identity, 
according to Vanita (2002), won over the world through European expansionism 
with particular meanings to each cultural context, due to the local configurations 
of power relations that define the regimes of truth, the biopolitical dispositives, 
and the institutional and ideological mechanisms of social control over bodies 
that locally determine what is “normal” and what is “abject” and that institute and 
reinforce inequalities of gender, class, race, etc. – in short, due to the local forms 
of the coloniality/imperiality of power/knowledge (Ballestrín, 2017; Gontijo, 2018a, 
2018b; Quijano, 2002; Lander, 2005; Tamale, 2011).

When addressing the relations that the state establishes with silenced and 
oppressed people, Das and Poole (2004) propose an ethnography of the practices, 
places, and languages considered to be at the margins of the national state, that 
is, the way in which “[...] the practices and politics of life in these areas shaped 
the political, regulatory, and disciplinary practices that constitute, somehow, that 
thing we call ‘state’.” (2004, p. 3). For the authors, these people were defined as “[...] 
excluded from, or opposed to, the forms of administrative rationality, political 
order, and authority consigned to the state.” (2004, p. 5). The state presents itself 
as the locus of order and, consequently, its margins would be the place of disorder, 
over which would fall the force of the legitimate use of (physical and symbolic) 
state violence to impose the “cultural order”, and thus controlling and domesti-
cating the “state of nature” prevailing there. But, according to the authors, at the 
margins, the state’s action may be preyed upon by the people and thus used in the 
service of their political and economic survival. This can be seen, for example, in 
the counter-cultural forms of questioning the state and of negotiation of alterna-
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tive and non-normative existences, as the African authors show very well in their 
texts on sexuality (Tamale, 2011).

Informed by the mechanisms that underlie the coloniality/imperiality of pow-

er/knowledge structuring colonial difference and internal colonialisms (Cardoso 
de Oliveira, 1993; Lander, 2005) and aware of the deprovincializing potential of 
doing anthropology from the standpoint of the Global South (Chakrabarty, 2007; 
Mafeje, 2001, 2008; Restrepo and Escobar, 2005), Brazilian anthropology and so-

cial sciences, in general, could analyze, from the margins of the state, the orig-

inal forms of creative resistance to the religious, medical and legal disciplinary 
knowledges, discourses, practices, and powers that were naturalized and became 
hegemonic in Brazil. This is what our colleagues from some African countries 
have been doing very rigorously. Thus, anthropology and the social sciences could 
help to understand how the projects of governmentality instituting the national 
state and legitimating forms of what can be called bionecropolitical coloniality 
were established. They could also reinforce the consequent anti- and counter-he-

gemonic and decolonial reactions (Dudink, 2013; Epprecht, 2013; Jaunait et al., 
2013; Tamale, 2011).

Another important mark of African studies on sexuality seems to be the (suc-

cessful) attempt to produce knowledge that, even starting from national realities, 
can contribute to transnational comparative reflections at the continental level. 
With all due reservations about the heterogeneity of the continent (Hoad, 2007; 
Malomalo, 2019) and cautious about the dangers of the single history (Adichie, 2019) 
and the metaphysics of difference (Mbembe, 2000), these studies echo a joint effort to 
understand local realities from their insertion in a larger scope that has as its main 
characteristic a social and political history linked to the effects of colonialism, im-

perialism, and capitalism/neoliberalism that shape the world-system (Wallerstein, 
2006; Woltersdoff, 2006/7). Many of these studies, for example, address the local 
particularities of countries, regions, or ethnic groups with regard to “sexualities”, 
“homosexualities”, or “sexual and gender identities”, with these terms always in 
the plural, to emphasize the fact that this is a diverse and complex reality, but with-

out failing to relate this diversity to an “African” substratum or to its location après 
tout in Africa. In studies on sexualities in Latin American countries, especially in 
Brazil, this concern in promoting transnational analyses is rarely seen and there 
seems to be even a suspicion in relation to the few studies that have ventured to 
produce comparative reflections between regional or national realities, as done 
by Murray (1995) or Gontijo, Arisi and Fernandes (2021).

Finally, one more element of African studies on sexuality can be highlighted 
here: the way they relate national configurations and continental ideals to the 
critique of global actions promoted by international agencies and institutions, 
such as non-governmental organizations and the United Nations and its various 
instances, usually based in Western countries. To exist as an instrument of govern-

ment, which promotes happiness for some and limits it for others, the dominant 
groups at the head of the state need to forge a symbolic basis that accommodates 
their power practices so as not to be questioned, namely, a national ideology that 
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attributes meanings to the state technologies of power/knowledge and biopolitical 
dispositives (Dudink, 2013; Jaunaitet al., 2013). Forms of homonormative nation-

alisms and homonationalisms come into play in some countries, that is, the way 
in which some Western states situationally incorporate the defense of certain 
dissident experiences of sexuality into their national ideology and to their needs 
of international expansion, to the detriment of other (local) forms of existence 
(Puar, 2007).

After September 11, 2001, according to Puar (2007), the United States and some 
European countries, in the outbreak of the “war on terrorism”, used the defense 
of Human Rights and particularly of “homosexual” identity rights to legitimize 
the diffusion of an increasingly positive image of the West against Islamic peoples 
(Massad, 2002, 2007). These countries developed a hegemonic representational 
policy as a way of showing themselves as more “civilized”, guardians of the pri-
mordial rights of all human beings, in relation to nations defined, therefore, as 
“uncivilized” that supposedly promoted terrorism and did not even respect human 
sexual and gender diversity. In doing so, however, according to Puar (2007), the 
tensions internal to each Western country related to the multiple ways of expe-

riencing sexuality locally were totally hidden and the differentiated treatment 
given by the state, through biopolitical dispositives, to this multiplicity was then 
silenced, valuing a certain “respectable sexuality” over all other forms. In the 
context of the United States, the author questions the hegemonic representational 
politics established in association with what best suits the desires of the state, thus 
generating actions marked by what she calls homonationalism.

Thereafter, Western non-governmental organizations, as well as internation-

al agencies promoting economic development, fostering governance, or fighting 
sexually transmitted diseases, conditioned their actions aimed at regions and 
countries of the Global South according to the local level of respect for so-called 
“homosexual rights” (Jaunait et al., 2013) and in conformity to Western forms of 
sexual imagined community (Jackson, 2009), often disregarding (or only partially 
considering) local expressions of sexuality and the way they are inserted into 
complex national political configurations (Massad, 2002, 2007). Therefore, there 
is a risk of reinforcing fallacious dichotomies that arbitrarily establish “civilized” 
centers and “uncivilized” margins, of naturalizing the superiority of the univer-

salist, regulatory, and homonationalist Western project over the nationalist cul-
turalist identities of the Global South, and, ultimately, of essentializing the alleged 
incompatibility of modernity with “typically” Third World traditionalism. Finally, 
the differences between the conflicting national projects are thus transfigured into 
sexual differences, becoming yet another important instrument for the control of 
the Global South by the West at the world level, as well denounced by the African 
studies cited above (Epprecht, 2013; Hoad, 2007). This is yet another subject little 
addressed in the studies on sexuality produced in Latin America.

In conclusion, the researches conducted in African contexts, by proposing 
what Dorlin (2009) defines as epistemologies of resistance against globalized he-

gemonic sexual epistemologies, indicate clues that can be taken into account to 



Sexual and Gender Diversity, National State and Biopolitics in the Global South

Fabiano Gontijo

dossiê

116

Anu. Antropol. (Brasília) v. 46, n. 2, pp.97-126. (maio-agosto/2021). Universidade de Brasília. ISSN 2357-738X. https://doi.org/10.4000/aa.8320

produce critical and reflexive knowledge capable of contributing to minimizing 
the perverse effects of the persistent bio(necro)political coloniality, besides con-

tributing to the dissolution of, as suggested by Arnfred (2004) or Wieringa and 
Sivorí (2013), oppressive heteronormative binary systems. Here are the tips for 
Brazilian anthropology and the social sciences.

Recebido: 25/02/2021

Aprovado: 04/03/2021
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