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THE INTRODUCTION
South African Female Sexuality Re-Imagined: ‘Clearing the Discursive
Space’
‘So many things are said so often to us, about us and for us, but very seldom by us.’ – Steve Biko
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1. Introduction
This thesis offers fresh insights, centring the lived experiences of black township women in same-sex
relationships by highlighting how these experiences are negotiated in relation to their sexual
identity, while reading these negotiations through intersectional and decolonial prims, this way,
bringing the margins to the centre. And therefore, the main research question and sub-questions
that have guided the research process and thesis are as follows:

i.

Main research question

How do black township women in same-sex relationships in South Africa construct their sexuality?

ii.
•

Sub-questions:
What does ‘coming out’ in this context entail and what consequences does it have? How

fluid or fixed is sexuality—what roles do national, ethnic and sexual identities play?
•

How are relationships—including friendships, kinship, work, community, and access to social

services—shaped?
•

How do women in same-sex relationships cope with homophobia and violence?

•

How are expressions of gender produced in this same-sex context?

•

How do sex and desire manifest in this context?

•

How do women in same-sex relationships perceive their vulnerability to the sexual health

risks of HIV and other STIs?

This project aims to foreground the ‘born free generation,’ who formed the majority of my
interlocutors. The demise of apartheid, the promise of freedom, and the hope of better lives—
denied by the previous regime—are, in part, the reasons why those born in the time leading up to,
or immediately after, the formal demise of apartheid, are referred to as the ‘born free generation.’
This generation, despite many increased possibilities, also face many challenges. Firstly, the ‘born
4

free’ carry the burden of an identity forged in the wake of apartheid and live their lives in a country,
whose physical geography is a persistent reminder of apartheid’s continuing legacy. These tangible
reminders and symptoms of apartheid endure, from impoverished townships, the poor condition of
schools, and high levels of violence, to the fact that 80% of the economy and two thirds of the land
mass in South Africa are still held in the hands of the white minority (The Economist, 2010)—possibly
the starkest reminder. Secondly, many young South Africans find themselves at the margins of
neoliberal economic institutions that have created an un-even economic terrain in which young
people bear the brunt of this inequality. Thirdly, the ‘born-free’ generation has grown up after the
demise of apartheid and many only know the rule of the African National Congress (ANC). Whilst the
ANC stood at the fore-front of—and was very influential in—the liberation of South Africa, it has
taken what many see as a negative turn in post-apartheid South Africa, now complacent to and
supporting corrupt leaders who have become apathetic and detached from the realities of the very
people whose freedom they fought for (see Malaquais 2011). Finally, South Africa currently lies at
the epicentre of an HIV epidemic, which disproportionately affects young women aged 15 to 24. The
South Africa National AIDS Council (SANAC) reports that one in four new HIV infections are among
young women and girls aged 15 to 24, who face a much higher risk of HIV infection than their male
peers for a host of biological and social reasons (SANAC 2016).
The challenges that the born free generation face—partly rooted in the legacy of apartheid,
and fuelled by the fragile democracy realised under the ANC—exemplify the situation in
contemporary South Africa. It is delivery on this promise of the hope for better lives that this
generation is demanding by highlighting these challenges and paradoxes. They aim to dismantle
what bell hooks (2013) refers to as the ‘imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ (4) and, I
add, the heteronormative system as it currently exists in South Africa: a white supremacist system
built on four hundred years of colonial rule, and fifty years of apartheid. Building upon hooks’
original phrase, the idea of a heteronormative ‘“imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy”
is useful precisely because it does not prioritize one system over another, but rather offers us a way
5

to think about the interlocking systems that work together to uphold and maintain cultures of
domination’ (ibid: 4).
It is within this context—one awash with contradictions—that I situate the everyday lived
experiences of black township women in same-sex relationships. A first notable paradox is that
South Africa is said to have one of the most progressive constitutions in the world, the first of its
kind in the world to offer protection from discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender,
disability and religion.1 However, these legal freedoms remain largely inaccessible, especially to the
African and coloured lesbian, gay, bisexual, intersex, transgender and queer community (LGBTIQ+).
Cultural anthropologist Graeme Reid (2010) highlights this paradox when he contends that ‘for postapartheid politics in South Africa, homosexuality inhabits a transitional space, serving as a ‘litmus
test’ for the success of constitutional democracy—emblematic of a human rights based social order,
[whilst being] cast as untraditional, as un- African, and as unchristian—a dangerous threat to the
social fabric’ (38). Reid analyses this paradox to begin with as a failed democracy, secondly as a
moral discourse that facilitates the notion that homosexuality is un-African (a western import) and
unchristian and thirdly through the visibility of globalised yet localised gay and lesbian identities in
South Africa. In this way, Reid frames homosexuality firmly within the human rights discourse.
However, his framing of the localised labelling within the globalised narrative of lesbian and gay
identities falls short in a sense that he overlooks the fact that there are numerous configurations of
same-sex relationships in this context that may not necessarily subscribe to these globalised
identities. Moreover, Reid doesn’t even touch on the underlying assumptions that alienate
homosexuality from African-ness. Reid’s arguments therefore fail to engage with same-sex
relationships in South Africa in their diversity, silently taking white homosexuality as the model that
In post-apartheid neoliberal South Africa, one of the very first organising bodies was the National Coalition
for Gay and Lesbian Equality (NCGLE), which played a pivotal role in lobbying for the equality clause and the
inclusion of sexual orientation in the post-apartheid constitution. Some, such as Cock (2003), argue that the
constitutional lobbying effort took a deliberately conservative approach that was characterised as elitist,
unrepresentative and male-dominated, as well as predominantly white. To this, Oswin (2007) adds that the
NCGLE ‘represented by the Equality Project was able to successfully challenge homophobic legislation by
creating the figure of the “black, poor, gay and lesbian,” who was imagined to be the putative beneficiary of
the organization’s lobbying efforts’ (see Livermon 2012: 302).
1
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all have to adhere to, and in doing so, overlooking other axes of difference such as race and class.
Along similar lines, Xavier Livermon (2012) disagrees with Reid and argues instead that

[t]here is little paradoxical about this representation (formation) of homosexuality at all; in
fact, its ability in the South African context to be both representative of what the literary
scholar Brenna Munro calls ‘democratic modernity’ and a ‘threat’ rests on the racialization
of the queer body as white and the sexualization of the black body as straight (Livermon
2012: 302).2
He further notes that

[a]dding a racial analysis to a queer analysis reveals how the white body is emblematic of
human rights protections used to position South Africa as a progressive queer-friendly
tourist destination (for white queer tourists), while the black body remains the threat to
African culture and tradition (ibid.).

Hence, I add, according to Livermon this particular deployment of human rights discourse that Reid
foregrounds still supports the overwhelmingly dominant trope that situates homosexuality as unAfrican. It is on this basis that the late South African lesbian activist and scholar Mikki van Zyl (2009)
proposes ‘belonging’ as a crucial construct that reveals the limits of human rights discourse for the
most vulnerable South Africans in same-sex relationships – black township women. For Van Zyl,
Here, the label queer comes from Livermon’s text. However, I do note that queer is a contested term. In fact,
during my research process, when I mentioned the term queer, many participants did not recognise it, and it
was hence un-relatable to them. However, a small minority of the participants indeed recognised and
(self)identified with it. To reiterate this, I draw on Pakade’s (2013) article ‘What’s in a Name? Exploring the
Sexual Identity of Black Women-Loving-Women (WLW) in Soweto,’ who explored terms black WLW use to
express their sexual identity. With regard to the term queer, she quotes one participant:
‘Queer is one of those terms that tertiary lesbians [meaning women that have attended university] like to use
and some of us initially didn’t even know how to pronounce it properly’ (Age 23; Group B quoted Pakade 2013:
121). With this in mind, I use the term queer in this thesis with caution—it is definitely not representative of
black township women in same-sex relationships. However, for the purpose of this thesis, I work with, use and
mention queer to denote a subversive subject‐position that all people in same-sex relationships may claim for
themselves.
2
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‘belonging’ as a concept exposes the structural relations that the language of universal rights and
citizenship sometimes obscures. We are thus dealing with a contradictory discursive framework of
rights versus belonging. So the Council of Traditional Leaders in effect called homosexuality unAfrican by stating their opposition to same- sex marriage in South Africa, arguing vociferously and
affirming the incompatibility of same-sex practices with ‘African culture.’3 Another example is that of
Jacob Zuma, who—speaking on Heritage Day in Kwazulu Natal in 2006—publicly stated: ‘Same sex
marriage is a disgrace to the nation and to God. When I was growing up, “ungqingili” [homosexuals
in Zulu] could not stand in front of me, I would knock him out.’4 Such remarks work to create an
environment in which black same-sex subjectivities are subject to policing and violence, as
evidenced by the many cases of violence, ‘corrective’ rape, and the murders of black township
lesbians. These factors also contribute towards struggle for visibility of black women in same-sex
relationships in specifically black cultural and political contexts.
Another notable paradox against a backdrop of imperialism, is the fact that South Africa is a
member of the G20 group of nations and possesses the second largest economy on the continent
(International Monetary Fund 2017).5 However, it also has the highest degree of inequality in the
world, as measured by the Gini Index.6 This complicates the (socio)economic terrain in
contemporary South Africa, exposing large divisions. These contradictions exist in spite of its sizable
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the advantages of which gives South Africa a prominent voice on the
African continent, as well as further afield on the global stage. The neoliberal policies implemented
during Mbeki’s presidency have had an uneven impact, and the nation’s modest GDP growth is often
For a larger discussion of the House of Traditional Leaders and Their Opposition to Same- Sex Marriage, see
Reid (2010)
4
Quote retrieved from Mail&Guardian (2006)
5
‘The Group of Twenty (also known as the G-20 or G20) is an international forum for the governments
and central bank governors from 20 major economies. The members include 19 individual countries—
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, South
Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United States—along
with the European Union (EU). The EU is represented by the European Commission and by the European
Central Bank. Together, members account for roughly 85% of the world economy. That constitutes around
three-quarters of global trade and two-thirds of the world’s population. The G20 started in 1999, following the
Asian financial crisis, as a forum for finance ministers and central bank governors from the major developed
and emerging economies to discuss global financial issues’. (Hutt, 2016)
6
For world ranking of GDPs and the Gini Index, See: The World Bank (2017)
3
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not felt in the lived experience of South Africa’s youth who, for example, experience the highest
levels of unemployment, increasing from 33% in 2001 to 40% in 2011 (Statistics South Africa 2011).
The problem of unemployment is compounded by the fact that it is inherently gendered in nature:
women bear a disproportionate burden, for instance constituting the majority of casual or contract
workers, generally occupying low-wage job positions, and thus being poorly represented in senior
and top management positions. Furthermore, there is a racial dynamic to unemployment across the
four defined racial groups in South Africa (another throw-back to apartheid), reflecting the county’s
unequal

educational

background

and

its

historical

legacy.7

Indeed,

unemployment

disproportionately affects ‘Black African’ (29%) and ‘Coloured’ (24%) population groups, compared
to ‘Asian/Indian’ (12%) and ‘White’ (7%) population groups (Republic of South Africa 2016). The
anticipated social and economic revolution following the demise of apartheid, especially for the
black population, still remains very much ‘aspirational,’ as the gap between expectations and
possibilities remains substantial in contemporary post-apartheid South Africa.
The preceding represents the context and dynamic in which I situate black township women
in same-sex relationships. The paradoxes described above therefore call for an intersectional and
decolonial approach. First, I will expand on the theoretical and methodological concept of
intersectionality followed by decolonial. While the ‘born-free’ generation is deeply aware of the
complex society South Africa is in terms of race, gender and sexuality, they are also calling out the
status quo through protests and other means by highlight the big ‘gaping wound’ of economic
inequality. Whereas the promise of equality after the repressive apartheid rule seems but just a
dream, intersectionality becomes an analytical tool for understanding and tacking the ever present
inequality in post-apartheid South Africa. It is the incessant re-articulation of Sojourner Truth’s

The apartheid government created four official racial categories: black, coloured, white and Asian/Indian.
This represents one of the many continuities of apartheid that has laid its claim in contemporary South Africa,
where these racial groupings abide.

7
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famous question ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’8 - a political stance that fundamentally challenges ‘all ahistorical
or essentialist notions of ‘woman’- it neatly captures all the main elements of the debate on
‘intersectionality’’(Brah and Phoenix 2004:76). One therefore cannot speak of real lived experiences
of women without invoking intersectionality. Noting that what it means to be a woman under
different locations was a highly contested area of feminism in the 1970s and 1980s where the
concept of the ‘global sisterhood’ was criticised for its failure to fully take on board the power
relations that divided women (Brah and Phoenix 2004; Davis K., 2008; Davis A. , 1981; Haraway
1991; Mohanty, 1988). Similar contestations were foregrounded by feminists involved in women’s
suffrage and anti-slavery struggles a century earlier, whose ‘memory still resonates in the present
because the interrelationships between racism, gender, sexuality, and social class’ (Brah and Phoenix
2004:76). Therefore Brah and Phoenix (2004) attest the ‘concept of ‘intersectionality’ signifies the
complex, irreducible, varied, and variable effects which ensue when multiple axis of differentiation –
economic, political, cultural, psychic, subjective and experiential – intersect in historically specific
contexts’ (76). They add that this ‘concept emphasizes that different dimensions of social life cannot
be separated out into discrete and pure strands’ (ibid).
The second theoretical and methodological corner stone of this thesis is a decolonial
approach. This takes on two fronts: deconstructing the underlying assumptions that alienate Africanness from homosexuality, as well as adopting a strategy of rebuilding to re-exist, as made intelligible
by the existence of black township women in same-sex intimacies (Smith 1999; Mignolo 2016). In
order to expedite this approach, I engage with what Bakshi, Jivraj and Posocco, (2016) refer to as
‘querying the workings of neo-colonial epistemic categories, systems of classification and
taxonomies that classify people’ (1). This entails ‘queering coloniality and the epistemic categories
that classify people according to their body configuration – skin colour and biological molecular
composition for the regeneration of the species – [it] means to disobey and delink’ (ibid). Re-

Refusing a separation between the women’s struggle and the struggle for the abolition of slavery, Sojourner
Truth delivered her Ain’t I a Woman speech at one of the first women’s right conventions in the north states of
America during the 1980s. For a transcription see Sojourner (1851).
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existence requires that ‘you de-link from the rules imposed on you […] and therefore you re-exist
affirming yourself as a human being’ (Mgnolo 2016:viii). Concretely, this means drawing attention to
the persisting misrepresentations that originate within former colonial trajectories, particularly in
relation to African sexuality. This takes place against a backdrop of nearly 400 years of colonialism
and 50 years of apartheid, a context in which black female sexual subjectivities have been
negotiated and shaped in very specific ways.
In addition, I aim to present lived experiences and local knowledges in all their inherent
narratives and diversity: their complexities, ambivalences, ambiguities, tensions, contradictions,
ambivalences, and violence; their highs, lows, friendships, pain, inconsistencies, struggles, and joys.
This thesis thus contributes to what decolonial scholars refer to as ‘Africa-centred knowledges’ or
‘ecologies of knowledge’—a form of cognitive justice that ultimately leads to a ‘democratisation of
knowledge’ (see Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2016). This way, bringing the margins to the centre, by ‘changing
the terms of the conversation’ as Mignolo & Wannamaker (2015) posit, thereby promoting
pluriversity on African female sexuality. These two elements frame this research project and centre
the black female subject with the primary aim of illuminating how women in same-sex intimate
relationships in South African townships construct their sexuality through lived experiences. I wish to
centre how same-sex sexuality and behaviours are negotiated and shaped within and through
individual relationships, friendships, kinships, the work and school environment and the wider
community. The above discussion brings into sharp focus the fact that decolonisation needs to take
place on two levels: firstly, at a material, lived experienced level—such as improving the socioeconomic conditions and accessibility for black people; and secondly, at the level of knowledge
production.
Having introduced the born free generation, provided the socio-economic background and
challenges of my research participants as well as outlined the theoretical and methodological corner
stones of this thesis, namely intersectionality and a decolonial approach; proceeding, I will expand
on my epistemological approach, highlighting why an intersectional decolonial approach to African
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sexuality matters. I will follow with a brief overview of existing research that has progressed along
similar lines, explaining how my own work can be seen as both a continuation and an innovative
extension of existing scholarship. In the penultimate subsection, I will elaborate upon my
methodological framework and methods, followed by a brief chapter outline.

2. Why decolonised knowledge on African sexuality matters!
I directly link the above discussion on decolonisation to sexuality. This becomes especially
necessary and relevant, as queer native scholar Chris Finley (2011) posits that the control of
sexuality, for native communities (and studies) is an extension of internalization of colonialism.
Andrea Smith (2006) adds that colonialism is supported through the structure of heteropatriarchy,
which naturalises hierarchies. This is why Lewis (2011) cautions that to explore African sexualities
carefully means first exploring how they have been thought about—how “others” have been
historically imagined. Here, I therefore zoom in on sexuality because African sexuality was especially
central to the colonial project exposing the contradictory frame that marked ‘unnatural acts’ as
homosexual on the one hand (devising the homo/hetero binary) and the myth that constructed
Africans as predominantly heterosexual on the other. In the discussion that follows, I highlight how
sexuality was central to the colonial project and how this plays out through the juxtaposition of
‘unnatural acts’ with the prevailing myth that placed Africans ‘closer to nature’ and hence presumed
heterosexual, ending off with why an intersectional decolonial approach is necessary.
McClintock (1995) posit how African bodies and sexualities became focal points for the
justification and legitimisation of the fundamental objectives of colonialism: to civilise the barbarian
and savage natives of the ‘dark continent.’ This discourse is in line with the religious teachings of
(especially) Christianity and Islam, which stressed the impurity and inherent sin associated with the
female body (Tamale 2011). Tamale adds how ‘a new script, steeped in the Victorian moralistic, anti-
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sexual and body-shame edicts was inscribed on the bodies of African women and with it, an
elaborate system of control’ (ibid:24).
This compulsory marking of all African bodies as heterosexual and the alienation of same-sex
relationships from African-ness can be read through what both Somerville (2000) and Ratele (2004)
posit as the classification of bodies as either ‘homosexual’ or ‘heterosexual.’ ‘This classificatory
structure emerged with the advent of imperialism and colonial rule, which simultaneously
constructed the boundary between black and white (imperial) bodies’ (Sommerville 2000: 3).
Sommerville further rejects the persistent critical tendency to treat late nineteenth-century shifts in
the cultural understanding and deployment of race and sexuality as separate and unrelated, arguing
instead that simultaneous efforts to shore up and bifurcate categories of race and sexuality were
deeply intertwined, which rings especially true in the South African context. She adds that
[t]he formation of the notions of heterosexuality and homosexuality emerged through (and
not merely parallel to) a discourse saturated with assumptions about the racialisation of
bodies, and heightened the surveillance of bodies in a racially segregated culture and
demanded a specific kind of logic, which gave coherence to the new concepts of homo- and
heterosexuality (Summerville 2002:4).

Neville Hoad (2007) expands upon this argument in his acclaimed monograph African Intimacies:
Race, Homosexuality, and Globalisation. Here, he explores the ‘place of an entity that comes to be
called “homosexuality” in the production (discursive, material, and imaginary) of a place called (precolonial) “Africa”’ (Hoad 2007: xvi). He highlights how the diverse local, international, and national
understandings of the various possible meanings of both ‘Africa’ and ‘homosexuality,’ with their
shifting histories, beg the question of ‘how these terms of particularity, Africa and homosexuality,
with their varying histories and modes of othering, may be read and represented’ (ibid:xvi)9 He

Hoad (2007) returns to one of the best-known and, as he demonstrates, perhaps least-known, accounts in
African history: the 1886 martyrdom of Ugandan Catholic pages by Kabaka Mwanga, the leader of the
Baganda. Standard historical accounts in African textbooks claim that the pages (young male servants) refused

9
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posits that homosexuality is ‘one of the imaginary contents, fantasies and significations […] that
circulate in the production of African sovereignties and identities in their representation by Africans
and others’ (ibid.: xvi). Here, Hoad suggests (through a discussion of King Mwanga, the last precolonial king of the Buganda kingdom in Uganda in the late 1880s) that the production of ‘the
homosexual’ as a figure was inescapably linked to the consolidation of colonial power. Working
through archival material about King Mwanga, Hoad clinically examines how bodily practices came
to be understood as sexual. He convincingly argues that the sexual itself is a deeply ideological
category that was extremely productive during colonial modernity: ‘Bodily practices signified as
sexual acts or acts signifying as sexual may have been instrumental in the instigation of colonial rule
and were certainly an important part of its implementation’ (ibid: 7).10 Hoad’s claim, therefore,
affirms—whilst at the same time revises (through intersectional prisms)—V. Y. Mudimbe’s (1988)
classic argument on the ‘invention’ of Africa by emphasising the foundational role of embodied,
intimate practices (see Macharia 2009). This extends to the work of Anne McClintock (1995) and
Desire Lewis (2011) on the importance of empire in the formation of domestic ideologies of sexuality
in Europe. What this also draws out is the contradictions within colonial perceptions—and
imagination of—African sexuality: the so-called ‘unnatural’ acts of homosexuality, such as those of
King Mwanga on the one hand, and the overwhelming assumption of a heterosexual Africa, where
homosexuality does not exist, on the other.
The colonial project’s preoccupation with African female sexuality manifests itself in many
forms. Exemplary of this is the nineteenth century imagining of Sarah Baartmann, a South African

to submit to what missionaries call king Mwanga’s ‘unnatural desires.’ In May 1886, Mwanga demands that all
Christian pages or ‘readers’ recant. More than 30 refuse to do so and are burned alive on a single funeral pyre
at Namugongo. This action led to direct intervention from the British government, which culminated in
Buganda becoming a protectorate in 1894. Hoad also advances a crucial argument on how ‘African
homosexuality’ is located at the intersection between Orientalist and Africanist discourses: within East African
archives, Arabs are often described as introducing ‘the vice’ to black African populations, who may be
portrayed as hypersexual in colonial discourse, but tend not to be represented as homosexual (Hoad 2007: 78).
10
Religion—in this case Judeo-Christianity—plays a crucial role here, as is illustrated by the encounter
between Christianity and King Mwanga’s ‘unnatural desires,’ discussed here to further ratify the hetero/homo
binary.
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(Khoisan) woman who was exhibited in France and Britain as the ‘Hottentot Venus.’ Working within
the racist and colonial framework, authors of one of the earliest studies of African women’s
sexuality—Georges Cuvier (a zoologist) and Henri de Blainville—engaged with the Darwinian
perspective (see Buikema 2009; Stephens and Phillips 2003). According to Stephens and Phillips
(2003), ‘social Darwinism is based on the survival of the fittest model […] [according to which] the
African ‘’race’’ is the lowest in the hierarchy of humans in terms of intelligence, health, civility, and
basic reasoning’ (6). Stephens and Phillips articulate how French scientist Cuvier fixated on
Baartmann’s sexual anatomy –
breasts, the presence of a hymen, the structure of the vaginal canal, and placement of the
urethral opening, comparing her with orangutans and their mating habits. Cuvier, drawing
on his Darwinian biases and expertise in zoology made interpretations that became the basis
of sexual scripts for women of African descent – primitive, wild, sexually uninhibited and
exotic. (Stephens and Phillips 2003:6).

The South African historian Yvette Abrahams (1997) further illustrates how western scientists’
fixation on Sarah Baartmann’s genitalia facilitated the institutionalisation of the definition of black
female bodies as objects of classification, academic scrutiny and sexual fantasy. To this, Buikema
(2009) adds that ‘[i]t is obvious that such fascination [of Sarah Baartmann] was subject to the laws of
capitalism and the production of ostensibly objective knowledge’ (76). However, this supposed
production of objective knowledge was based on the ‘extravagant myth-making and invention
associated with Baartmann [which] explicitly indicates how bodies—marked according to racial and
gendered inferiority—carry dense cultural meaning and how African female bodies easily became
sites for others’ inscription’ (Lewis 2011:205). Lewis further suggests that ‘African sexuality,
therefore, was often defined as that of “natural beings,” especially in relation to reproduction. The
assumption was that Africans could not possibly display homoerotic desires or agencies, as these
were associated with sophisticated human desires and eroticism’—an idea that extended all the way
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from colonial administration to ethnographic scholarship (208). Take for instance Epprecht’s (2008)
account in his book Heterosexual Africa? The History of an Idea from the Age of Exploration to the
Age of AIDS, where he clinically explores the historical processes by which a singular, heterosexual
African identity was constructed by anthropologists, ethnopsychologists, colonial officials, the
African elite, and most recently, health care workers seeking to address the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
Epprecht (2008) speaks of an essentialised and singular African sexuality that above all presupposes
the non-existence of homosexuality and bisexuality. He argues that

[t]rue, few Africans south of the Sahara even today would identify as homosexual, bisexual,
lesbian, gay, queer or any of the other terms coined in the west to signify a more less innate
individual sexual orientation. We now know, however, that many people who do not so
identify nonetheless sometimes, and sometimes even predominantly, have sex with people
of the same-sex (Epprecht 2008:4).

Colonial and early anthropological representations of sexuality (especially as it coerced
heterosexuality as an institution) have therefore been central to many present-day taboos, laws,
attitudes, knowledges, and scholarship surrounding sexuality in Africa (Tamale 2011). Because of
this, it therefore requires what Kwame Appiah (1992) describes as a ‘“discursive space-clearing,” a
way of both acknowledging and analysing how others have historically been imagined’ (240). This is,
in part, the attempt undertaken in this and subsequent chapters of this thesis. I am re-thinking
African female sexuality. On decoloniality, Tuhiwai Smith (1999) notes that decolonisation is
concerned with having ‘a more critical understanding of the underlying assumptions, motivations
and values that inform research practices’ (1).
I therefore align both paradoxes in South Africa outlined earlier on and the colonial
trajectory that drove knowledge production on African sexuality to what Mignolo and Wannamaker
(2015) refer to as the ‘colonial matrix of power’ (CMP) where they argue that ‘coloniality is
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consitutive and not derivate of modernity’ (2). They add that the discourse of modernity is ‘tied up
with the logic of coloniality, which circumscribes what it takes to advance modernity within all the
domains used to categorize and classify the modern world: political, economic, religious, epistemic,
aesthetic, ethinic/racial, sexual/gender subjective’ (ibid: 3). In which case, decoloniality therefore
calls for political and epistemological shifts, starting with decolonization of knowledge (Mignolo,
2007). This therefore demands for ‘creating and promoting pluriversity, which involves delinking […]
from the CMP and “changing the terms of the conversation”’ in order to rebuild and re-exist
(Mignolo and Wannamaker 2015: 20,23).
I directly link the above dialogue on decolonisation to what Signe Arnfred (2004), and the
various authors of the path-breaking book - African Sexualities: A Reader, edited by Sylvia Tamale
(2011) call for, namely a re-thinking of African sexualities. As Arnfred (2004) states, the aim is to
‘[develop] an analysis, whereby, through the critique of previous reconceptualizations, attempts are
made to approach the materials in new ways, coming up with fresh or alternative lines of thinking’
(7). This thesis therefore offers this re-thinking of African sexualities through an explicitly
intersectional and decolonial approach.

3. African Female Same-Sexuality Re-Imagined
Having outlined how African female sexuality was central to the colonial project and why an
intersectional and decolonial approach matters, it is important to investigate what scholarship has
been presented on female same-sex sexuality in a Southern African context. Indeed, work that seeks
to (un-) and (dis-) cover homosexuality in Africa is fairly new, and much that does exist responds to
both entrenched western-centric myths and mounting political homophobia across the continent—
such as in Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and Uganda (Lewis 2011). Increasingly, work is being undertaken on
the distinctive forms of same-sex relations in Africa. Lewis (2011) notes how much of this work must
first grapple with the trickiness of representation, especially concerning the question of how ‘nonwestern and precolonial subjectivities and practices can be understood within the framework of
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concepts, languages and conventions that assume or prioritise modernity and western-centric
assumptions’ (200). This is precisely what Arnfred (2004) postulates, stating that ‘investigating
sexuality in Africa beyond the load of Christian, colonial, patriarchal connotations is no easy matter’
(15). In addition, some of these studies have brought to the fore the cultural biases of western
feminist and social constructivist theory. This clearly comes to light in Kendall’s (1999) work, in which
she sets off with the idea of finding lesbians (women defining their sexuality along western lines) in
Lesotho, but had to quickly adjust her understanding of this construction—a move which led her to
the ‘discovery’ of the mostoalle.11 Similarly, in Judith Gay’s (1979) work on ‘“Mummies and babies”
in Lesotho, Gay describes customary same-sex relationships amongst adolescent girls and young
women in modern schools—with a dominant usually slightly older girl and a passive younger girl.
Both Kendall and Gay go on to observe that women in these contexts are paradoxically often able to
enjoy greater sexual freedom and avoid the homophobic backlash faced by many lesbians in the
west (Lewis 2011:209).
In his acclaimed treatise on the history of dissident sexuality in Southern Africa, Epprecht
(2004) introduces us to the mukadzirume—a female masculinity. He notes that what we now might
define –colonially - as homosexuality or transgender identity was not necessarily considered
offensive. Rather, it was treated as a respected attribute if caused by certain types of spirit
possession and manifested in certain ways. Lewis (2011) acknowledges how research of this nature
has shown that pre-colonial African societies were often far more amenable to homoerotic patterns
than is suggested by the virulent attacks—ostensibly defending the African tradition—associated
with figures such as Yoweri Museveni and Robert Mugabe.12 Bolstering this idea, Morgan &

In Kendall’s (1999) work, mostoalle is a special friendship between women in Lesotho. Kendall posits these
are long-term loving, intimate, and erotic relationships between women that are normative in rural Lesotho,
and are publicly acknowledged and honoured.
12
When reference is made to pre-colonial African existence, accusations of romanticising a pre-colonial Africa
often follow. For me, I think it is important to mention the pre-colonial situation here, because the main focus
of this thesis is on sexuality, and hence by necessity contains an acknowledgement of how that existence was
prior to colonialism—although I by no means intend to romanticise this heritage. The challenge for all scholars
who dig into history is the lack of an archive to work with; an archive that was not constructed through the
coloniser’s eyes—i.e. constructed around the coloniser’s cultural views on gender and sexuality.
11
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Wieringa’s (2005) work on female same-sex sexuality foregrounds different lesbian expressions in
five African countries, including South Africa. Whilst in the same vein, Nkuzi Nkabinde’s (2008)
memoir sheds light on her experiences as a black lesbian sangoma.13 The recent studies of the late
Miki van Zyl (2015) illuminate, through the prism of lesbian marriage, what she refers to as the
‘project of belonging.’ Van Zyl unravels the ambiguities and contradictions of marriage as a project
of belonging for lesbian and gay people in post-apartheid South Africa, whilst Matebeni (2011)
explores black lesbian sexualities and identities in Johannesburg by looking at their everyday
experiences. The above discussion is meant to bring to the fore some of the few recent studies on
black women’s same-sex relationships in South Africa, however, it is important to note that most of
these studies generally engaged with in-depth interviews as the mode of data collection, and
therefore this research adds another dimension of focus group discussions as well as a selfadministered questionnaire.
Indeed, there is growing research interest in female same-sex sexuality in South Africa, and
the current amenable legal environment in the form of the Constitution, laws and policies on samesex sexuality is making this more feasible. This includes research looking at female same-sex
sexuality through postcolonial prisms, such as that of Henriette Gunkel (2009) – ‘Through the
Postcolonial Eyes: Images of Gender and Female Sexuality in Contemporary South Africa’ as well as
Cheryl Stobie’s (2009) ‘Postcolonial Pomosexuality in Queer/Alternative Fiction after Disgrace’.
Moreover, the plight of South African black lesbians facing homophobia and hate crimes is widely
appreciated, however, because this has (quite understandably) taken much of the research agenda,
there has been little focus on anything else. What becomes clear from the above description of

Sangoma is a Zulu term that is colloquially used to describe a practitioner of traditional medicine in Nguni
(Xhosa, Zulu, Ndebele and Swazi) societies in Southern African. There exists a variety of different practices: the
diviner – the Sangoma who relies primarily on divination for healing purposes, and may also be considered a
type of fortune teller and herbalist – the Inyanga who is concerned with medicines made from plants and
animals. They perform a holistic and symbolic form of healing, embedded in cultural beliefs in the afterlife,
guiding and protecting the living. A sangoma is ‘called by the ancestors’ (u ku twasa) to heal and through
them, ancestors from the spirit world can give instructions and advice to heal illness, social disharmony and
spiritual difficulties. The practice of sangoma is believed to have begun in 2000 BCE. It is worth noting that
sangomas are highly revered and respected by their communities (Mokgobi, 2014).
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existing literature concerned with women in same-sex relationships is its scarcity. My research
therefore brings to light a novel decolonial approach in relation to black female same-sex sexuality in
South Africa which engages with social justice, critical methodologies and approaches that decentre
imperialistic/(post)colonial perspective on African female sexuality.
Moreover, this research is also innovative in terms of adopting a mixed methodological
approach to data collection, bringing together a number of issues, such as individual, communal and
national identities; lesbian masculinities and femininities; sex, desire and pleasure; as well as sexual
health and HIV through socio-epidemiological prisms. And in doing so, sheds some light on the lived
experiences of black township women in same-sex relationships, specifically their experience
beyond dominant themes of violence, by drawing out the diverse narratives that are emerging
within contemporary postcolonial South Africa.

4. Reflections from the Field – Research Methodologies
i.

Methods and Positionality

In seeking answers to the main research and sub-question(s) introduced at the beginning of this
chapter, I employed a mixed approach of qualitative and quantitative methods. These mixed
methods complement each other – they work primarily within a pragmatist paradigm of both
narrative and numerical data and their analysis. Johnson et al (2008) posit how mixed methods
research is where an investigator collects data, integrates the findings and draws inferences using
both quantitative and qualitative approaches in a single study. Moreover, the broadness of the
above questions positions them as inter-disciplinary (working within the fields of gender and
sexuality, postcolonial and decolonial studies, and public health). This is evidenced by my personal
background, which is also inter-disciplinary encompassing gender studies and public health. This
project is intended to provide a comprehensive picture of the lives of black township lesbian
women, who are often misrepresented. Grounded within gender studies and being a self-confessed
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feminist and activist, the methods employed are reflective of, and sensitive towards, the
requirements of these aspects. As Hesse-Biber (2011) reminds us:

To engage with feminist theory and praxis means to challenge knowledge that excludes,
while seeming to include—assuming that when we speak of the generic term men, we also
mean women, assuming that what is true for dominant groups must also be true for women
and other oppressed groups (Hesse-Biber 2011: 3, emphasis in original).

Feminists ask ‘new’ questions that place women’s lives and those of other marginalised groups at
the center of social inquiry, bearing in mind that the control of sexuality was central to the colonial
project. I am quite aware of what Tuhiwai Smith articulates in her book on Decolonial Research
Methodologies (1999), namely the fact that the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked to European
imperialism and colonialism. She notes how the

[c]ollective memory of imperialism has been perpetuated through the ways in which
knowledge about indigenous people was collected, classified and then represented in
various ways back to the west, and then through the eyes of the west, back to those who
have been colonized (Smith 1999:1).
Extremely conscious of these historical dimensions of research that Smith foregrounds coupled with
my own positionality; therefore, in line with the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1993), I aimed
to ‘speak to’ as opposed to ‘speak for’ my research participants (Spivak as cited in Childs & Williams
1997: 159). Very aware of my insider-outsider position, I set off for South Africa just before
Christmas in 2013 to commence the 10-month data collection process. Indeed, I went to South
Africa utterly enthusiastic, but also with many discomforts: discomfort that I was coming from a
western institution to collect data for my PhD, albeit on a topic close to my heart and one through
which I wanted to contribute to some form of change. Throughout the research process, I
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endeavoured to remain aware of my own positionality, so as not to fall into the trap of ‘data
mining’—I wanted to make it a ‘two-way street.’ I also had some discomfort about the fact that
there were class differences between myself and the research participants. Whilst not materially rich
by any means, I was still in a somewhat privileged position in relation to a number of the research
participants. This constantly haunted me, especially noting the meagre economic circumstances
many of the women were in. I struggled significantly with this, and I wanted to offer more (beyond
the meagre financial payment) to these women who so generously shared their lives and
experiences with me. I was concerned about my limited knowledge of Sesotho, isiXhosa, (although I
do speak a little of the first two), isiZulu, iNdebele, isSiswati, or any of the other South African
languages. This would adversely affect some of the ethnographic methods, such as the participant
observation— I would prefer to call participant interaction – which is why I applied a ‘two-way’
interaction through participant action research, I will elaborate more on this in the discussion below.
Above all else, I was gravely aware of the responsibility accompanying the task that lay ahead of
me—the representation of these lives and stories that had been so generously shared with me. How
would I remain true to these stories, being well aware of the trajectories of misrepresentation I
address in the above discussion—misrepresentations that have littered accounts of African
sexuality?
ii.

Ethics

Prior to my departure for South Africa, I sought ethical clearance as part of the ethical procedure.
However, at that point in time, there was no research ethics committee in the department of gender
studies or the Faculty of the Humanities where I am based. I therefore reached out to the Wet
Mensgebonden Onderzoek (WMO) Advisory Committee of the Faculty of Social and Behavioural
Sciences. They responded that, as this research was non-invasive, concerning adult subjects (i.e.
older than 18 years), it therefore did not require approval from the Medical Ethics Review
Committee (METC) – showing the fragmentation of disciplines as well as biases ‘natural sciences’
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have towards for instance qualitative research. Some of the questions I was asking could have been
classified as emotionally/psychologically invasive.14 It was decided prior to the commencement of
the field work—in order to protect participant identity, sexuality, and HIV status—that no separate
consent form would be attached to the questionnaire. Instead, the instructions page would clearly
state that filling in the questionnaire constituted consent on behalf of the participant. This
anonymity was considered likely to increase participation, as signed consent forms present a
possible threat to the participant’s privacy. Requiring a signed consent form may also have created
barriers to participation for some women who were less open about their sexuality.

iii.

Data Collection

The mixed methods approach I employed was grounded in all the above ethics, approaches,
concerns, and discomforts. In order to produce both the broader picture and the nuanced subtleties
of the lives and lived experiences of the research participants, the approach included a
questionnaire that was devised prior to my departure to South Africa.15 Upon arrival, this
preliminary questionnaire was revised based on comments and input from the NGOs with which I
collaborated, as well as after piloting in Cape Town. The purpose of the survey was not to develop
empirical generalisations, but rather to provide an in-depth understanding of knowledge, sexual acts
and risks of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections for black township women in same-sex
relationships—the first of its kind to be carried out in South African Townships. Qualitative methods
involved in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and participant interactions. A semistructured approach was employed for the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews, for
which an interview schedule was devised. Yet again, this schedule was discussed and amended prior

In short, the response from the WMO stated the following: The Committee’s opinion is that the proposed
research project did not need to be submitted for approval to an METC concerning the burdening of the
subjects and the expected outcomes and insights in the problem area.
15
See Appendix I for the devised questionnaire that I worked with.
14
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to implementation in collaboration with the NGOs.16 These various methods were employed to bring
out subjective meaning, reflection on experiences, and daily lived experiences, as well as to gain
exploratory insights into the sexuality, kinship, friendships, and intimate relationships of the women
concerned.
Whilst constantly being reflexive towards my insider-outsider positionality, especially in
relation to the discomforts previously mentioned, I engaged with the data collection process with an
expressly collaborative approach—a participatory action research mostly because;

[b]oth participatory action research and feminist research have been developed by
researchers who aim for involvement, activism and social critique for the purpose of
emancipatory change—one that is genuinely collaborative, liberationist, ethical, and
committed to honouring the lived experience and knowledge production of the people
involved’ (Gatenby & Humphries 2000:89).

I therefore collaborated with NGOs in the two main cities where data was collected—Cape Town and
Johannesburg. These cities were chosen because they are both large metropoles, which provided
easy access, especially for the target numbers of questionnaire data.17 In Cape Town, I collaborated
with the Triangle Project—one of the main LGBTI service providers in Cape Town. I worked with the
advocacy and research programmes, as well as with the community outreach programme, who run
safe-spaces in the townships for lesbian, bisexual and gay communities. I also collaborated with the
Forum for Empowerment of Women (FEW) in Johannesburg—an NGO that caters for lesbian and
bisexual women in the greater Gauteng province (i.e. Johannesburg and beyond). Given the
magnitude of the research, I worked with research assistants, who were mostly volunteers at the
community programs (such as the safe-spaces run by the NGOs). The research assistants were
recruited through the NGOs, and were women who identified as black lesbians and resided in
16
17

See Appendix II for both the interview and focus group discussion schedules.
The set targets for questionnaire data was 150, 30 interviews and 8 focus group discussions, half in each city.
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townships. I worked with 4 research assistants in Cape Town, and 8 in Johannesburg. These research
assistants ended up being my guides, advisors, and gate-keepers to the townships and provided
invaluable input to the research itself.18 Most of them were activists in the townships, very militant
on LGBTQI related issues, and as such, it was a great privilege to work with them. I was invited along
to prides, protests, community meetings, safe-space groups and even queer bars, such as the lesbian
bar Dez in the Gugulethu township, Cape Town, as part of participant interaction.19I constantly
remained reflexive of my positionality and privilege in accessing to all these spaces.
The research assistants were responsible for collecting questionnaire data after the
questionnaire was piloted and amended, including comments from both the NGOs and the research
assistants themselves. To this end, they were trained in a one day workshop on questionnaire data
collection, the recruitment of participants, and ethical procedures. Special emphasis was placed on
ethics and confidentiality. After completing the one-day training workshop the research assistants
were allowed to begin the data collection process.20 They were given two weeks to collect the data,
with a re-group after one week to discuss and reflect on how the process was unfolding. The
questionnaire was self-administered. The research assistants explained the consent procedure to the
participants, as well as the topic of the questionnaire, the ethics and privacy clauses, in addition to
any questions that arose whilst the questionnaire was being filled out. To ensure confidentiality, the
research assistants were also provided with envelopes, which they gave to the participants along
with the questionnaire. Each participant sealed this envelop themselves upon completion of the

18
As Johannesburg is a larger metropole than Cape Town, it had a wider coverage area and that is why there
were more research assistants worked with in Johannesburg than Cape Town. In addition, there were more
locally based NGOs concerned with LGBTQI communities in the townships of Johannesburg, under the
umbrella of the NGO Forum for the Empowerment of Women (FEW). The research assistants I worked with in
Johannesburg played a leading and coordinating role in these local community based NGOs, all of which are
doing tremendous work on the ground, in the quest for recognition and equality. I am indebted to the
research assistants and the NGOs, all of whom I spent quite a lot of time with.
19
Sadly, during my fieldwork in South Africa, about 3 black lesbian women were brutally murdered because of
their sexuality. Some of the protests attended sought social and legal justice for these murders. There were a
couple of solidarity protests in relation to the anti-homosexuality law in Uganda, which I attended as well.
20
The workshops took place at the NGO offices, as did the re-groupings. I also had a focus group discussion
with the research assistants at the end of the questionnaire data collection process. The research assistants
were given some funds to facilitate transport costs, as well as telephone credit (commonly referred to as
airtime) and a reimbursement for any other costs that arose.
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questionnaire before handing it back to the research assistant. In addition, extensive communication
(including through social media, such as a Whatsapp group) took place throughout the questionnaire
data collection on matters that arose, updates and support.
The research assistants also assisted in the recruitment of participants for the interviews and
focus groups, both of which I conducted myself. All of the group participants were from the same
cohort as the questionnaire. Ethics and privacy considerations, as well as issues of consent, were
discussed beforehand with all group participants. If participants agreed, interview and focus group
discussions were tape-recorded.21 The focus group participants ranged from 6 to about 15. The
discussions took place in the community centres where the safe-space groups were hosted.22 These
were usually very lively discussions (as will become clear later in the thesis), which lasted from one
to two-and-a-half hours. The interviews were conducted in various places, either at the community
centre, in the homes of the interview participants and research participants, at cafes, and in my
apartment. Because the interviews were very personal in nature, a private location for the interview
was always preferred. The interviews lasted from half an hour to about two hours. Most of the
interviews were carried out in one go, although a couple took place over two sessions. The main
medium of communication was English, with interjections of local languages. The questionnaires
were translated into some local languages (such as isiXhosa, isiZulu), but the participants preferred
the English version which ended up being the only one used. The main reason given for this was that
the local version’s health related terminology was complicated given the descriptive nature of the
translation, making the English version easier to understand.

In discussion with, and with guidance from, the NGOs, participants from Cape Town were not paid for their
involvement, but rather were given some refreshments for the focus group discussions and interviews. For
Johannesburg, it was decided that participants should be paid at least transport money, and an equivalent of 2
euros was paid to the research participants. Both these means were a form of incentive and also a way of
saying thank you for their participation in the research.
22
Three focus groups were conducted elsewhere: In the Cape Town township of Khayamandi the community
centre was unavailable due to a previously booked event, so this focus group discussion was generously
carried out at the research assistant’s home, where she lived with her grandmother (her grandmother was
very kind and generous to us all). The second, in the Phomolong township in Johannesburg, was also hosted in
the research assistant’s home—yet again, a very generous family to whom I am very much indebted. Whereas
the third focus group discussion in Daveyton took place in ‘open air’, in a park under a tree.
21
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iv.

Data analysis

Questionnaire data was coded, entered, and analysed in SPSS version 22. The way the questionnaire
was constructed resulted in categorical/nominal data. As a result, descriptive analyses for univariate
measures and bivariate measures for comparison of the two cities were employed. For the bivariate
measures a cross-tabulation of independent variables was carried out without engaging with any
tests of significance, such as the chi-square test.23 For in-depth interviews and focus group
discussions, the transcriptions were carried out manually by the chief investigator. When local
languages were used, some research assistants assisted with the translation. The transcribed
interviews and focus group discussions were analysed via coding into emerging themes.

v.

Demographics

In total, 209 questionnaires were collected, of which 74 were from Cape Town and 135 from
Johannesburg. In-depth interviews consisted of 32 participants, 13 of which were from Cape Town,
and 19 from Johannesburg. The focus group discussions amounted to 12 groups in total, 7 of which
were carried out in Johannesburg and 5 in Cape Town. For the questionnaire data, ages ranged from
18 to 68, with a mean age of 24.

Tests of significance were ruled out because the data was unevenly distributed, meaning there are a number
of questions left un-responded to by the participants in the questionnaire.

23
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Figure 1: Age distribution of questionnaire participants from both Johannesburg and Cape Town

Over 70% of the respondents were under the age of 30, which very likely was a function of the age
of my research assistants. But this age composition also inadvertently brings us knowledge about a
group that we do not know very much about in the female same-sex sexuality literature, either in
South Africa or globally.
It is also important to note that a significant part of my respondents and research assistants
- the born free generation - were later active in the fallist movement that took off in the autumn of
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2015.24 One of the main directives of the fallist movement was/is a ‘decolonised free education’;
intersectionality was/is their mantra. As articulated on one of the many placards during the Rhodes
Must Fall (RMF) revolution: ‘Dear history, this revolution has women, gays, queers and trans,
remember that! #RhodesMustFall’.25 The participation of some of the research participants in the
fallist movements further underlines the high levels of socio-economic inequality that penetrate all
the spheres of their daily lives. Their activism contextualises the material dynamics that shape the
lives of black women in same-sex relationships residing in South African townships.
The questionnaire and research participants came from a total of 31 townships, 12 of which
were from Cape Town and 19 from Johannesburg. 98% of questionnaire participants were South
African, 96% identified as female, 0.5% as transgender, and 1% as androgynous. 95% of the
participants identified as African, 2.4% as coloured, and 0.5% as Indian. The commonly spoken
language among the participants was IsiXhosa at 41%, followed by IsiZulu at 20%. 69% identified as
Christian and 11% engaged in African related spiritual traditions. The level of education was
distributed as follows:

24
Fallism/fallist movements: The student protests that took place in South African universities beginning in
2015 have come to be known as the fallists/fallism based on the popular hashtags of Rhodes Must Fall and
Fees Must Fall.
25
Picture seen at UCT: Rhodes Must Fall (2015)
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Figure 2: Level of education of questionnaire participants from both Johannesburg and Cape Town

About a quarter of the questionnaire participants were gainfully employed, although the majority
were employed in unskilled jobs. Of those unemployed (51%), 23% were still in school, whilst the
most common reason given by those unemployed was that they had indeed searched for a job, but
so far had been unable to find one (at 32%). Of all the questionnaire participants, 17% had one child,
3% had two children, and 2.5% had three or more children. Most of the participants lived with
(extended) family (parents, grandparents, aunties, uncles, siblings, nieces, or nephews). With
regards to relationship, the majority (62%) of the participants were in a same-sex relationship—
referred to as a ‘visiting relationship’, 9% were co-habiting in same-sex relationships—whilst 22%
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stated that they were single at the time of the questionnaire. The sexual orientation question
revealed the following distribution:

Figure 3: Sexual orientation of questionnaire participants from both Cape Town and Johannesburg

The majority of questionnaire participants’ identified as lesbian at just shy of 80% followed by
lesbians with opposite sex experience as well as bisexual – both in equal measure. I note here that
some of these terms and labels like lesbian are from the global north. Indeed McAllister (2013)
presents a critical look on this, noting that

the unhelpful polarisation [that] has emerged between those who see ‘global gay’ identity as
a neo-colonial project that undermines local ways of being sexually different and those who
31

see it as a universal one that empowers sexual dissidents anywhere to realise who they
‘truly’ are… (88)

This highlights a localised identity within these globalised frames, where some like Reid (2010) have
argued these identities ‘become implicated in processes of cultural change and social
transformation’ (47). Indeed similar ethnographic research has been carried in other ‘global south’
contexts, notably that of Mark Johnsons (1997) who studied transvestite pageants in the Southern
Philippines. Johnson posits how the catwalk symbolically enacted the relationship between ‘own’
and ‘other’ – globalised – worlds showing how the local and globalised are negotiated and
recognised. Along similar lines, this thesis will present a specific local township flavour that goes
with these identifications, as they intersect with class, ethnicity, religion, and various axes of
difference. The townships are at the heart of these nuances, for instance Mbekweni Township in
Cape Town which is said to be ‘laid back’, as opposed to Guguletu in Cape Town which is more ‘fast
paced’ or Daveyton township in Gauteng - Johannesburg, which had a sizeable artsy scene. All the 31
townships have distinctive features some of which will come alive in this thesis.

5. Chapter Outline
My alignment with intersectionality and decolonial scholarship as well as with the postcolonial
African feminist scholars who have critiqued the misrepresentation of African sexuality is clearly
postulated in the preceding discussion. I position this research and thesis within an intersectional
and decolonising framework, deconstruction being only one part of a much larger project.
Essentially, this research tries, not only to expose underlying assumptions, but also to write them
differently—to reconstruct/rebuild ‘new’ experiences as they relate to sexuality, as well as to
highlight the inequalities and the extreme conditions that perpetuate poverty. Whilst it is important
to dismantle imperialism and question colonialism via academic projects such as mine, sheer survival
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is a far more pressing issue—such as accessibility to jobs, or access to health care services. Thus, this
research is two-tiered: it is about knowledge production and representation, as well as about
highlighting the (material) gaps that black township women in same-sex relationships are faced with.
Within this framework I will attempt to weave together various authorial voices and theories, all of
which provide inspiration and are unknotted, and (re)knotted in the process. This consequently
brings to light a new way of writing, centring the indigenous, the local, and the subjugated as the
main frameworks within which to write about South African female same-sex sexuality.
Linguistically, I will mostly use terms like female same-sex relationships and intimacies
(albeit interchangeably with lesbian) due to their all-encompassing nature.26 This is especially so
because, the above discussion has brought to light the fact that same-sex practices are understood
differently across different historical and cultural contexts, and are thus not necessarily labelled and
contextualised as ‘homosexual’ or ‘lesbian’. Therefore, to focus upon relationships and intimacies
brings the historical (dis)continuities of female same-sex sexual cultures to the fore. Moreover, the
term ‘intimacy’ opens up horizons for the intimate sexual encounters addressed in this thesis that
may not count as relationships as such—such as ‘one night stands’ with ‘straight women,’ in which
case intimacy is the appropriate description.27
In order to respond to the main question of how black township women construct their
same-sex sexuality, chapter 1 responds to, and centres, four main sub-questions: What does coming
out in this context entail and what consequences does it have? Which roles do national, ethnic and
sexual identities play? How are relationships—including friendships, kinship, work and community—
shaped? And how do these women cope with homophobia and violence? These questions, rather
than being separate, are intrinsically linked to the main question, namely: how do black lesbian
26
I use the term lesbian quite often in this thesis, because many of the women I interviewed or interacted with
self-identified as lesbians. However, I note that globalisation, social media, and other avenues have made this
term and identity (which is borrowed from the west) accessible to black township women. Nonetheless, their
expression of this identity, as this thesis puts forth, has its own flair or flavour, which makes it distinctively the
black township lesbian. Moreover, Pakade’s (2013) work showed that lesbian was a term commonly used for
self-identification, second to ‘Woman who Loves Women’.
27
Because of this description, I interchangeably work with same-sex relationships and same-sex intimacies
throughout the thesis.
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township women constitute their identities in an environment dominated by heterosexual
discourses? These questions address what sexual identity entails in the context of post-apartheid
South Africa by drawing out the sexual politics involved. Here, I argue that heterosexuality is the
norm in post-apartheid townships and therefore, in order to construct an explicitly African lesbian
identity, black township women in same-sex relationships have to find ways of belonging that resist
dominant norms. They do so at individual, communal, and institutional levels and in doing so, I am
producing decolonial knowledge that dismantles underlying assumptions that alienate African-ness
from same-sex sexualities, in order to foreground more truthful and agential narratives for black
township women in same-sex relationships. This decolonial analysis is accomplished through a
double move of deconstruction and re-construction, while being very aware of the insight that
decolonisation is not a substitute for human rights or social justice (Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang
2012).28 Moreover, I will be emphasizing Ubuntu which offers spaces of belonging for black township
women in same-sex relationships.
Chapter 2 interrogates the main research question by responding to the following subquestion: How are expressions of gender produced in this same-sex context? I found an overtly
dominant expression of the masculine gender. This is presented through a complex gender matrix by
highlighting the performance of South African lesbianism, as they are markedly expressed through
masculinities – South African female masculinities, which draw on similar resources as male bodied
subjects to enact their masculinities, accruing to the overall township and national masculine capital.
I connect this to the genealogical continuities that female masculinities – such as mukadzirume
(man-woman) – have historically contributed to this overall masculine capital and complex gendered
matrix. The decolonial knowledge produced here sheds some light on a complex gender system
similarly aligned to that foregrounded by Ifi Amadiume (1987), within the context of African
lesbianism and sexuality under the rubric of “changing the terms of the conversation” (Mignolo and
Wannamaker 2015).
28
Tuck & Yang (2012) also note that decolonisation demands an indigenous framework, and a centring of
indigenous land, sovereignty, and ways of thinking.
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Chapter 3 brings to light the sexual arrangements of black township women in same-sex
relationships by responding to the sub-questions of how sex and desire manifest in this context, as
well as how black township women in same-sex relationships perceive their vulnerabilities to
sexually transmitted infections. Here I zoom in on the two most prominent aspects of sexuality in
South Africa today: the construction of sexuality as a source of pleasure. For instance I discovered
that same-sex desire for many black township women in same-sex relationships can be traced as far
back as early adolescence, enacted on through a kiss. I also present the complex sexual
arrangements made intelligible in this context, such as 50/50 as well as how sex is organised. In
presenting these narratives, I am producing knowledge that shows that through sex, desire and
pleasure, black township women in same-sex relationships de-link from the singularised
heterosexual narrative to re-exist. As we saw, Mignolo (2016) attests that decolonisation requires
building to re-exist, which I take to mean that black township women in same-sex relationships have
developed their own sexual arrangements that they have made intelligible. However, I am attentive
to what Smith (1999) described as

[t]aking apart the story, revealing underlying texts, and giving voice to things that are often
known intuitively does not help people improve their current conditions. It provides words,
perhaps, an insight that explains certain experiences—but it does not prevent someone
from dying (Smith 1999: 3).

To that end, I found an HIV prevalence of 8.7% among the questionnaire respondents in
Johannesburg. I therefore highlight the vulnerabilities of black township women to HIV and other
sexually transmitted diseases through socio-epidemiological prisms. Vulnerabilities found include:
sexual violence, sex without protection during menstruation, sex with men as well as the sheer
neglect of women in same-sex relationships in HIV related interventions which call for urgent
interventions to this largely neglected population.
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The last section brings forth the conclusions and recommendations. Here I weave together
the necessity of an intersectional and decolonial approach, with the three grand narratives
produced. Out of these three dominant narratives, I also present strategies of re-existence of black
township lesbians through their undertaking of cultural labour. In discussion of some of these
strategies, I highlight where the gaps are, and more research needs to be done that builds on this
study as well as provide some recommendations.
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CHAPTER 1—WOMEN WHO LOVE WOMEN
The Infra-politics of (Hetero) Sexuality in Post-Apartheid South Africa29

‘Power is the ability not just to tell the story of another person, but to make it the definitive story of
that person.’ – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

29
The phrase ‘Women who love women’ is taken from Pakade (2013), whose enlightening article on
labelling in Soweto townships notes the following: ‘Woman who Loves Women had more strength for selfidentification. The term catered for those who were trying to escape isitabane and lesbian, along with other
known same-sex practicing frames related to subcultures, those who are reluctant to take on labels, and it also
spoke to what the women believe is at the core of their identity, which is loving women’ (125). I work with a
pluralised version here, unlike Pakade, who works with it in singular.
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1. Introduction
I still keep in touch through social media with a number of black lesbian women who generously
shared their stories with me, especially the research assistants. In one social media post, NS shared
wedding pictures of a black lesbian couple on her Facebook wall, posted by the Tshwane LGBTQI
Tshwane Facebook group.30 From the pictures, it appears to be a customary wedding (as opposed to
a religious or civil wedding). The happy couple is flanked by friends and family, all of whom appear to
be in festive mood. It is a beautiful sight, set against the backdrop of a bustling township. Customary
marriages in South Africa became formally recognised with the enactment of the Recognition of
Customary Marriages ACT 120 of 1998—a statute through which marriages performed under African
customary law, including polygamous marriages, are recognised as legal marriages.31 Prior to the
wedding ceremony, the Lobola negotiations and transmission thereof would have been ironed out.32
These negotiations are conducted between the elders from both the bride and groom (or bhuti, in
this case).33 These pictures are exemplifying of how I would like to approach same-sex relationships
and desires amongst black township women in this chapter, namely through careful analysis of how
their identities interact with such specific cultural activities, set against the backdrop of their
everyday lives. This chapter therefore presents the everyday lives of black township women in same-

30

NS was one of the research participants from the Khatlehong township in Johannesburg. She was
twenty-five at the time of the interview, and therefore a ‘born-free’–a concept I introduce at length in the
Introductory Chapter. NS identifies as butch most of the time, but sometimes also as futch, identities that I will
unpack at length in this chapter. For the picture, see: Tshwane Lgbt Tshwane (2016)
31
Stats SA (2011) reports a decline of 41% in customary marriages to 5,084 in 2011. See: Stats SA
2011 Census data on marriages and divorce (Statistics South Africa 2011).
32
Lobolo or Lobola (ilobola) in Zulu, Swazi, Xhosa and northern and southern Ndebele (Mahadi in
Sesotho, Roora in Shona, Magadi in Northern Sotho, and Lovola in Xitsonga), sometimes referred to as ‘bride
wealth’ or ‘bride price’, is property in cash or kind that a prospective husband or the head of his family
undertakes to give to the head of a prospective wife’s family in consideration of a customary marriage. Given
the intimate connection between power relations and custom, women’s efforts to claim their rights are bound
up with issues of culture (Geisler 2000; Yuval Davis 1997). Certain traditions like Lobolo have been questioned
as discriminatory to women, and some wonder whether these practices contradict the constitutional principles
of gender equality (Nhlapo 1991). Lobolo is central to some traditional ways of African life. Lobolo is an
enduring custom that offers insight into past and present gender and power relations. It has survived colonial
and missionary cultural attacks and changing economic and political structures (Shope 2006).
33
Bhuti are butch identified black township women in same-sex relationships in South Africa. Ubhuti
is a Xhosa word, meaning brother. I have chosen to work with this term because, other than butch, bhuti was
locally the most commonly used term to refer to female masculine gender expressions. See chapter 2, in which
I address bhuti at length.

38

sex relationships, researching how culture, politics, relationships, and interactions with kinship, the
(township) community, schools, workplace, social services—and to a certain extent, the nation—play
out in their everyday experiences. With regard to politics, I am guided by those who have theorised
beyond civic roles and duties, noting that the realm of politics is not separate from lived experience
or the imaginary world of what is possible, but rather is fundamentally about these things (Kelley
1994). Therefore, it is precisely these everyday politics that frame the everyday lives that are
analysed in this chapter.
As outlined in the introductory chapter, the everyday lives of black township women in
same-sex intimacies take place against the backdrop of apartheid/post-apartheid, heteropatriarchy,
high levels of poverty, neoliberalism, and heterosexism.34 Their everyday lives are performed in a
context in which dominant discourses and tropes overwhelmingly claim that same-sex relations are
‘un-African.’ How then are African traditions, such as customary marriages—as featured in the
opening lines of this chapter—reconciled amongst women in intimate same-sex relationships,
especially in a context in which the South African National House of Traditional Leaders (NHTL)
openly and vocally condemned the Constitutional Court’s decision to legalise same-sex marriages,
primarily because this decision would go against Lobolo practices? How do women in same-sex
intimacies navigate their way around such heteronormative traditions? How does this interfere with,
or shape, their interactions with kinship, their relations to their communities, and even their
interpersonal relationships and connections with the wider LGBTQI community?
These questions foreground and mark this cultural terrain as a site of struggle, where in a
context like South Africa, strategies popularising the fiction that homosexuality is a ‘white thing’
deny the very (contemporary and historical) existence of African people in same-sex intimacies. In
this case, the dominant trope of homosexuality as being ‘un-African’ prevailing in contemporary

In this thesis, heterosexism is worked with, rather than prejudice or discrimination, precisely because it
captures the role of heterosexual privilege in acts of prejudice and discrimination in addition to drawing out
the structural and systemic dimensions. It also enables a perspective on how gay, lesbian and bisexual people
internalise heterosexist thought and action.

34
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South Africa places black women and men in same-sex relationships outside of African-ness. This is
also suggested by Livermon (2012), who points towards the racialisation of the queer body as white,
and the sexualisation of the black body as straight. ‘The idea that same-sex sexuality is somehow unAfrican and alien to African cultural traditions […thus suggests that] if tradition is represented as that
which is authentically and unproblematically African, then same-sex sexuality is its direct opposite—
its constitutive outside’ (Livermon 2015: 16). Under this formulation, Livermon further notes that

[B]lack queers cannot exist as part of African cultural practices represented by tradition.
They can only be some manifestation of cultural loss, and ultimately alienation, from African
subjectivity. As a result, black queers become visible manifestations of cultural taint that
exist to be excluded at best, or as the quote from Jacob Zuma indicates subjected to forms
of bodily violence at worst’ (Livermon 2015: 16-17).35

This cultural struggle rages on in the everyday lives of women in same-sex relationships through the
implementation of the constitution (and public policy), at the workplace, on township streets, and in
their homes. This chapter is premised on the idea that culture and questions of identity have been at
the heart of the most intense battles facing African people in same-sex relationships over the past
decade or so. As kelley (1997) reminds us, as the global economy grows, the cultural terrain
becomes even more crucial as a site of struggle. In this way (and in a quest for recognition), black
lesbian township women’s everyday struggles produce everyday forms of resistance, at home, at
work, and on township streets.

35
I make note of the quote by Jacob Zuma in the introductory chapter and later on in this chapter.
Jacob Zuma, while still deputy president of the ruling African National Congress, declared that same-sex
marriage was a ‘disgrace to the nation and to God’. Zuma later apologised to the gay community for these
statements.

40

In identifying these everyday forms of resistance, I am influenced by the scholarly work of
political anthropologist James C. Scott (1990). Rather than seeing ‘resistance as organisation,’ Scott
looks at less visible, everyday forms of resistance.36 For

It is in the realm of informal assemblages, such as the parallel market, workplace, household
and local community when people negotiate resources and values on an everyday basis […]
that ‘counterhegemonic consciousness is elaborated.’ These are the sites of infra-political
activities that range from foot dragging, squatting and gossip to the development of
dissident sub-cultures (Scott quoted and explained in Chin and Mittelman 1997: 31).

Noting that both the conduct and meaning of resistance are culturally embedded, it is important to
note that this everyday resistance works in tandem with ‘formal’ acts of resistance: counterhegemonic acts, such as organised protests. These women resist whilst simultaneously creating
spaces of belonging in the performance of everyday life, battling everyday homophobia and
heterosexism.
This all plays out against the backdrop of what hooks (2013) describes as ‘imperialist white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy’—a concept that I introduced in the preceding chapter, and that I
suggest is inescapably entangled with heteronormativity, each being constitutive of the other.
Through their undertaking of what I refer to as cultural labour, black township women (re)produce
spaces of belonging in their communities, therefore contributing not only to the township, but also
to African cultural capital, thus underwriting the very culture that often rejects and expels them. I
directly link this to the ways in which power, hegemony and resistance become manifest through
the bodies of black women in same-sex relationships as the primary site of their struggle.
36
‘In 1990, James C. Scott introduced the idea of 'infrapolitics' as everyday forms of resistance
conducted individually and/or collectively, but which fall short of openly declared contestations. What began
as his attempt to understand the conditions for peasant rebellions in Southeast Asia and the absence of openly
declared resistance in a village in rapidly industrialising Malaysia, gradually led to the conceptualisation of
infrapolitics to explain the changing meaning of politics and resistance in most forms of day-to-day dominantsubordinate relations’ (Chin and Mittelman 1997: 31).
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In this chapter, I examine the main question of how black township women in same-sex
relationships construct their sexuality by asking the following questions: What does coming out in
this context entail and what consequences does it have? Which roles do national, ethnic and sexual
identities play? How are relationships—including friendships, kinship, work and community—
shaped? And how do these women cope with homophobia and violence? These questions, rather
than being separate, are intrinsically linked to the main question, namely: how do black lesbian
township women constitute their identities in an environment dominated by heterosexual
discourses?
In order to formulate answers, I will begin by elaborating on the concepts I work with in the
data analysis, namely Ubuntu, infra-politics and cultural labour.37 I will begin by dwelling on what
ubuntu is, as well as highlight the dominant hegemonies that drive the fictitious notion that
homosexuality is ‘un-African’. Proceeding with an explanation of the concepts of infra-politics and
cultural labour, I will also examine how I read contemporary expressions and narratives of same-sex
intimacies as forms of resistance towards these hegemonies, whilst simultaneously creating spaces
of belonging. I then zoom in more tightly on the township itself, positioning it not merely as a
heterosexual space, but also as a space of resistance. This first section lays the foundation from
which to move into the data analysis, in which I interrogate the diverse expressions of black
township same-sex identities and the ways in which these are negotiated through the practice of
coming out and identity politics, simultaneously questioning how these play out in larger township
LGBTQI communities and intimate partner relationships. Furthermore, I examine how traditions such
as customary marriages, motherhood and fatherhood are negotiated. I then interrogate how black
township women in same-sex relationships navigate their township communities; how they deal
with and manage homophobia; and what survival strategies are employed. Finally, through an
intersectional prism, I locate black lesbian township women as differentiated citizens of South Africa,
I would like to note that the term ubuntu may appear either capitalised or with lower-case. This is because I
distinguish between ubuntu ideology and praxis. The lower cased ubuntu is in reference to ubuntu praxis,
whilst the capitalised Ubuntu refers to both Ubuntu ideology and Ubuntu capital. In addition, when making
reference to the computer operating system, Ubuntu will be capitalised.

37
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set against the backdrop of a country with one of the world’s most progressive constitutions, yet
experiencing high levels of economic inequality.

2. Conceptual Framework
In this section, I will take time to dwell on three key concepts that will form the basis of my data
analysis: Ubuntu, infra-politics (which is synonymous with everyday resistance), and the notion of
cultural labour. Here I will take some time to elaborate on how they are related to the everyday lives
of black township women in same-sex relationships. In addition, I will explicate how they are interlinked with each other. Deliberating upon these concepts, (hetero)sexual politics in contemporary
South Africa will be centred. This way—attempting to ‘clear the discursive space,’ as Kwame Appiah
(1992) suggests—I will expose the underlying assumptions that fix heteropatriarchal hegemony in
South Africa. Recalling the goal formulated in the introduction chapter, this can be seen as a
contribution to a decolonial approach to knowledge production, involving a double move of
deconstruction and reconstruction. Therefore, this initial subsection formulates the first step in this
decolonial process of knowledge production, whilst the data discussion follows through with the
next step, involving reconstruction.

i.

Ubuntu

First of all, ubuntu praxis was exemplified not only among black township women in same-sex
relationships, but points towards a way of life that is celebrated in South Africa, especially in the
post-apartheid era. Ubuntu is indeed central to contemporary expressions of African-ness in South
Africa. Secondly, I see ubuntu as an unstable tradition, specifically ubuntu praxis, which plays within
exclusionary regimes. This is illustrated in the prevailing tropes that state homosexuality is unAfrican, and within these prisms, ubuntu praxis frames itself as heterosexist, excluding black people
in same-sex relationships. Despite this, thirdly, I note that ubuntu as a usable praxis, as its
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foundations of inclusivity can be reclaimed and worked with, in much the same way as was executed
during the truth and reconciliation process in the immediate demise of apartheid. But before I dive
into these three issues, it is necessary that I provide a brief explanation of what U/ubuntu is.
For many within Africa, such as South African judges—especially in relation to the truth and
reconciliation process—U/ubuntu is a notion they commonly work with. However, it goes beyond
South African boarders: the Liberian peace activist Leyman Gbowee, Former U.S. Special
Representative for Global Partnerships Elizabeth Frawley Bagley, and Former U.S. Presidents Bill
Clinton and Barack Obama have all publicly spoken out about the concept. This could be considered
as ubuntu staking its claim in the global socio-political discourse.38
Ubuntu comes from the Bantu languages of Sub-Saharan Africa, all of which refer to a
person with a word suffixed by the vowel ‘tu,’ ‘thu,’ ‘to,’ or ‘du’ (Odour 2014). Gade (2011) offers a
historical analysis, showing that the term ubuntu has been appearing in written sources since 1846.
Ubuntu was mostly defined as a human quality prior to the 1960s, although all written by people of
European descent. Gade’s (2012) historical analysis notes Alexis Kagame—a Rwandese historian,
philosopher and catholic priest—as the first African to publish a text on ubuntu as liberality. Later
on, African religious philosopher John Mbiti (1969) coined the maxim ‘I am because we are’ as an
appeal to Ubuntu. He further elaborates that “Ubuntu is expressed in isiZulu, isiXhosa and other
Nguni African languages as a maxim of ‘a person is a person through persons’” (141). Nabudere
(2005) denotes that ubuntu involves an individual being an individual in a community, belonging
within that social, moral and political framework. Further, Nabudere adds, in his or her existence or
being, umuntu (a person) strives to create conditions for existence with other beings. Ubuntu is fluid,
dynamic, and is believed to be rooted in historically continuous processes, making it greatly symbolic

38
Moreover, tied to the ‘idea of sharing, in 2004 Ubuntu was further popularised by a variant of an
open source computer operating system that is available free of charge, which has adopted the name Ubuntu
Linux. The idea was to create an operating system that is not only freely available, but also make innovations
accessible to all in order to promote a culture of sharing. Indeed, this operating system has to date brought
much needed relief to millions of computer users that found the license fees for other operating systems
prohibitive or simply out of reach, and their terms of use unbearably rigid’ (Gilbertson 2014 quoted Oduor
2014: 77).
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in the act of memory. According to Villa-Vicencio (2009), ubuntu ‘remembers past generations and
ancestors, drawing on the memory of the lived experiences to success and failure. Like any ethical
idea, it must adapt in order to survive’ (121). Shutte (2001) adds to this that:

Ubuntu is not individualist, nor is it collectivist. In the African context, persons depend on
persons to be persons, for it is through belonging to the community that people become
themselves. The community is not opposed to the individual, nor does it simply consume the
individual. Rather, it enables each individual to become a unique centre of shared life
(Shutte 2001: 9).

In other words, ‘to be a person is to recognise therefore that my subjectivity is in part constituted by
other persons with whom I share the social world’ (Eze 2008: 107).
It is important to distinguish between Ubuntu ideology and ubuntu praxis, as there are
indeed inconsistencies between the two. The above discussion of ubuntu falls largely in what Gouws
and Van Zyl (2015) categorise as ‘Ubuntu talk’—the ideology, or ethic or conceptual framework,
which is largely inclusive.39 This is precisely what Praeg (2014) refers to as Ubuntu (emphasis on the
capital U)40—namely as a set of theories and ideologies that attempt to make sense of the precolonial lived experiences of African people. For Praeg, ubuntu (ubuntu do/praxis) is a cultural
praxis—a historical practice or an activity producing particular kinds of human beings, namely those

39
Praeg (2014) also sees Ubuntu not only as localised (African), but also through global prisms, and
hence notes: ‘To call Ubuntu Ubuntu [Ubuntu talk] a glocal phenomenon means recognizing that global
discourses (Christianity, Human Rights and so on) give a particular expression to the meaning of the local
traditions such as ubuntu [ubuntu do], but in a way that also allows the resulting Ubuntu to feed back into the
global discourse as a locally based critique and expansion of those very discourses. The result, I argue, is that
Ubuntu is neither here nor there, neither simply from “over here” nor reducible to what is “over there.” It is at
once here and there’ (37).
40
Within his political framework of thinking about Ubuntu, Praeg (2014) introduces a crucial
distinction between ubuntu and Ubuntu. In this distinction, ubuntu (lower case) refers to ‘a cultural praxis’ (it
is a historical practice or an activity of producing particular kinds of human beings, namely those who have
ubuntu, if they succeed). Conversely, Ubuntu (upper case) refers to contemporary ‘philosophical practice’
(theories and ideologies that attempt to make sense of the pre-colonial lived experience of the African people
in the secular, global and contemporary space).
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who have ubuntu. Praeg further suggests that there was a time when ubuntu was a lived experience
in pre-colonial Africa.41 However, clarity is lacking on what form this took, not least due to lack of
historical empirical data. He adds that the available data was produced by colonialists and hence
becomes loaded with certain assumptions. However, it is clear that ubuntu was historically
conscious of the needs of minorities and vulnerable people within communities and, I suggest, may
have been inclusive of same-sex intimacies as well. As pointed out by several (queer-friendly)
scholars and activists who refute the argument that homosexuality is a ‘perversion’ that was
introduced to Africa, same-sex acts existed and were, in some cases, valued by a range of
communities across the continent.42 This may suggest ubuntu was once inclusive of same-sex
intimacies.
However, what has become of ubuntu in contemporary South Africa is in some ways
exclusionary—noting a discrepancy between Ubuntu talk/ideology and ubuntu do/praxis. With
regard to this entanglement, both Praeg (2014) and Gouws and Van Zyl (2015) note how politics and
power are embedded in U/ubuntu talk and do. I take this a step further and read it through
intersectional prisms, coding this entanglement in what hooks (2013) refers to as imperialism,
capitalism, patriarchy which is inextricably linked to heteronormativity. This becomes apparent as
Ubuntu defines human beings first and foremost as persons—un-classed, un-raced, un-gendered,
etc. These intersectional entanglements add certain asymmetrical structures and therefore it is in
the context of these mechanisms that we see ubuntu praxis failing women, as evidenced by the high
levels of violence against women and the exclusion of black people in same-sex relationships from
African-ness—as further evidenced by the war waged on butch identified lesbians through the
extreme violence they experience with increasing frequency and with little recourse. Rudwick (2011)
articulates that when and how exactly the myth that homosexuality is un-African emerged is difficult
to ascertain, but several scholars (Epprecht 2008; Gunkel 2010; Murray and Roscoe 1998) have

41
42

Emphasis on lower case u—Gouws and Van Zyl refer to it as ubuntu do or praxis.
See Dynes (1992) and Mburu (2000)
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demonstrated how the legacies and cultural imperialism of (post)colonialism and apartheid have
shaped the complicated relationship between race, gender and sexual dynamics in post-apartheid
South Africa, thus consequently spilling into ubuntu dynamics. Ubuntu do/praxis, therefore, through
the infiltration of regimes of colonialism, apartheid, Christianity, heteropatriarchy, and
heterosexism, has sanctioned the general perception of black same-sex intimacies as ‘un-African’
through expulsion, condemning them to an ‘outsider’ status—as those who do not belong. Ubuntu
do/praxis hence supports heteronormative tropes, legitimising the rejection of the perceived
homosexual ‘alien’ in the community, especially where the dominant trope purports that
homosexuality is a western invention and import. All this forces both U/ubuntu talk and do to
become unstable, embedding them in power structures that exclude and violate certain bodies.
Despite its instability, ubuntu remains usable, for example, in the way that the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) called on ubuntu in the immediate demise of apartheid. Shutte
(2001) notes how U/ubuntu is indeed ‘almost the exact opposite of apartheid, the central idea of
which was separation, separate development, and development through separation’ (3). After the
demise of apartheid, South Africa was left in a fragmented, polarised and angry state. The conflict
during this period resulted in violence and human rights abuses from all sides, and no section of
society escaped these abuses. As part of the nation building and healing process, the TRC was set up
to help deal with what happened during apartheid. It was during this process that one of the chairs
of the commission, the former Archbishop Desmond Tutu, openly evoked ubuntu—albeit referred to
by some as a Christianised version of it (see Battle 1997)—appealing to notions of humanity and
forgiveness. Battle (1997) notes that Bishop Tutu's theology of Ubuntu was based on the recognition
that persons and groups form their identities in relation to one another and that the model of
U/ubuntu facilitates an interracial community and reconciliation in South Africa. Tutu did so by
making the core of the reconciliation process through ubuntu: ‘My humanity is caught up, is
inextricably bound up, in yours’ (Tutu 2016). Proceeding: ‘We are ALL part of a greater whole—not
just the people we agree with, not just the people that have the same passions and desires as us—
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ALL of us’ (ibid).43 In part, his work may have facilitated the healing process South Africa needed at
this crucial point in time. In this way, ubuntu can thus function as a strategy of resistance—everyday
resistance, something I dwell on at length in the next section.44
Indeed, ubuntu has been written about at length by many philosophical and other scholars.
My aim here was not to rehash that, but rather to briefly highlight a central expression of
contemporary African-ness embedded within the concept of ubuntu. Ubuntu affirms the human and
their humanity through the recognition of an ‘other’ in his or her uniqueness and difference as
stated in the maxim ‘a person is a person through other people’—something I code as Ubuntu
capital. I classify the entanglement of Ubuntu talk and ubuntu as ‘Ubuntu capital.’ Ubuntu capital
therefore represents a strong contemporary tool to shape African identity, representing a strong
community feeling that is largely absent from western-centric notions of identity.
ii.

The Infra-Politics of Sexuality

Set against the heteropatriarchal hegemonies highlighted in the previous sections, here I would like
to contemplate further upon that what I read as infra-politics—the everyday resistance of black
township women in same-sex relationships to these hegemonies. I will attempt to frame these
everyday resistances in which the same-sex relationship narratives of black township women will be
read, arguing that they engage in such resistances whilst simultaneously creating spaces of
belonging in the locales they inhabit. Combined, these fall within the realm of reconstruction,
43

Both quotes from Desmond Tutu, see: (Tutu, 2016)
I also note that the truth and reconciliation process was highly criticised for the way in which it was
executed. Although it was intended to salve the wounds embedded within the country’s history and to give
voice to the injuries suffered, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission received a great deal of criticism:
‘Critics questioned whether the commission efficaciously exposed or merely bandaged previous injustices.
Some resented the commission’s exploitation of individual trauma; the commission often made painful,
personal accounts of loss and struggle into public examples in order to legitimise a collective claim, which
stirred emotion but did little to mobilise change. Due to the inherent discrepancy between the emotions of the
witnesses and translations of their accounts, much of the impassioned impact was lost in translation, and
witnesses were eventually inured to the harrowing testimonies of tragedy. In addition, the pardoning of the
apartheid government’s human rights abuses angered many black South Africans who believed prosecution
and conviction were the only ways justice would prevail. Most notably, the family of anti-apartheid activist
Steve Biko opposed amnesty for his killers, arguing the commission to be unconstitutional. Despite structural
flaws and shortcomings, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission proved essential to the reconciliation of
both nation and state.’ (Ferraro, 2009)
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thereby contributing to a diversification of the sexual narrative in the township spaces these women
inhabit. To begin with, it is important to examine the various forms that everyday resistance takes.
The concept of infra-politics was most clearly articulated by anthropologist James C. Scott in
his 1990 publication Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts. Here, Scott defines
‘the infra-political as the cultural and structural substratum of those more visible forms of action
that attract most scholarly attention’ (Scott quoted in Marche 2012: 6). Everyday resistance, which
Scott interchangeably calls ‘infra-politics’, can be variously quiet, dispersed, disguised or otherwise
seemingly invisible (Vinthagen & Johansson 2013). Everyday resistance is about how people act in
their everyday lives in ways that might undermine hegemonic power structures. As such, such forms
of resistance are not easily recognised, as with public or otherwise collective resistance—such as
rebellions and demonstrations. Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) note how Scott fundamentally
transformed our understanding of politics, placing the ordinary life of the subaltern firmly on the
political agenda: what matters is how people are acting, and not what their intentions might have
been. In other words, whether these acts or behaviours are consciously performed or not is not
important. Rather, what counts is that they challenge and disrupt the status quo. For Scott (1990),
subaltern forms of resistance produce ‘hidden transcripts’ that critique or challenge power in its
intersectional predicament, thus escaping, and contrasting with, the dominant ‘public transcripts’ of
power relations. ‘Infra-political acts thus operate insidiously, beneath the threshold of political
detectability’ (Marche 2012: 6). This ‘makes them all the more reliable vehicles of resistance’ as
subaltern people lay claim to their dignity, either by upholding, or, paradoxically, by challenging
internal group cohesions, thereby reinforcing their sense of community, dignity and empowerment’
(ibid.).
Many have worked with, and expanded upon, Scott’s notion of everyday resistance or infrapolitics, such as the renowned African American historian Robin D.G. Kelly. In his 1994 book Race
Rebels: Culture Politics and the Black Working Class, Kelly draws on Scott’s notion of hidden
transcripts to study various forms of African American rebellion in the United States during the
49

twentieth century.45 Kelley (1994) aims to ‘dig beneath the surface of trade union pronouncements,
political institutions, and organized social movements, deep into the daily lives, cultures, and
communities which make the working classes so much more than people who work’ (3). He
endeavours to ‘make meaning’ of actions that seem to lack political significance, ‘rather than
[dismissing] them as manifestations of immaturity, false consciousness, or primitive rebellion’ (ibid:
4). As with Scott, Kelly insists that such infra-politics need not be organised or even intentional to be
significant. This is the framework in which South African black township women in same-sex
relationships everyday resistance will be read.
Given I argue that black township women simultaneously resist whilst creating spaces of
belonging, I will proceed with elaborating on the concept of cultural labour. With this term I will
refer to the ways in which these women work to create those spaces of belonging. By doing so, I will
link the three concepts of ubuntu, infra-politics and cultural labour.

iii.

Cultural Labour

The above-mentioned discussion on everyday resistance may bring to light the instability of sociocultural terrains—such as those of heterosexuality, ubuntu, and of African traditions, to mention but
a few. The inherently instable character of these discourses implies that there is room for those
constituted as ‘outsiders’ by these very discourses to utilise them as tools in their emancipatory
struggles. This is not to say that there are no spaces in which this recognition and belonging is
uncontested as ‘un-African’ for African women (and men) in same-sex relations. Despite the fact that
such spaces exist, there are numerous occasions in which sexuality is only specified in heterosexual
and heteropartriachal terms, and recognition and belonging has to be ‘worked’ at.
45
‘Kelley’s view of infra-politics also sheds light on African American intra-racial relations, such as
when black workers engaged in spiritual folk practices, music, or dance, instead of following the prescriptions
of the black middle class, who cultivated more acceptable forms of participation in public life in the context of
churches or political and voluntary associations. The pursuit of spiritual elation or physical pleasure, Kelley
argues, not only asserted the existence and dignity of a distinctly working-class black culture, but also
perpetuated black working-class creativity through the transmission of folk knowledge and practices’ (Marche
2012: 8).
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Kelley (1997) argues that scholars should take a more expansive look at what is considered
labour, particularly with respect to black communities, and specifically with regard to the question of
what forms of creative expression can be considered labour. The usability of ubuntu and African
traditions, and the negotiation of belonging in these predominantly heterosexual spaces, are what I
refer to as the ‘undertaking of cultural labour.’ My use of the term cultural labour is informed by the
work of Richard Maxwell and Toby Miller (2006), who see ‘culture as more than merely a repository
of textual signs or everyday practices,’ because ‘it provides the legitimising ground on which
particular groups (e.g. African Americans, gays and lesbians […] [or disabled people] articulate
deficits, claim resources, and seek inclusion in national narratives,’ and in this case, within the
cultural and national narrative (263). Against this backdrop, black township women in same-sex
relationships articulate slippages in ubuntu heterosexist frames by undertaking cultural labour. In
doing so, they create spaces of belonging through identity and relationships as well as kinship and
community interactions. Black women in same-sex relationships thus draw on available resources in
order to, for instance, articulate female masculinities (chapter 2), as well as to facilitate their
inclusion into spaces that are often the primary drivers of homophobia, such as churches.
Maxwell and Miller (2006) further point out that cultural labour is equally the field in which
‘such aspirants to social inclusion are resisted by settled political constituencies and identities that
have commandeered authoritative representations of personhood and citizenship through cultural
expression’ (263). It is through striving for these inclusions by undertaking cultural labour that
women in same-sex relationships simultaneously resist as well as gain inclusion to ‘restricted’
spaces, gaining recognition, belonging and contributing to the overall culture of the township in the
process. With regard to the notion of belonging, I am guided by Van Zyl (2015), who posits that in
order to deliver a substantive citizenship, we need a concept that is ‘thicker’ than citizenship, and
that can also account for the affective dimensions of social relationships and the way in which
people are marginalised in the polity. Van Zyl, whose work is concerned with same-sex marriages in
South Africa, draws on the concept of belonging as developed by Yuval-Davis (2006) in order to
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analyse everyday inclusion. This concept enables me to understand affective and ‘privatised’
dimensions of citizenship shaped by contexts of interpersonal intimacy and communal care. For
Yuval-Davis, belonging manifests itself on three levels: the first level concerns social locations; the
second relates to individuals’ identifications and emotional attachments to various collectives and
groups; and the third relates to ethical and political value systems with which people judge others’
as well as their own belonging. She notes that these different levels are interrelated, but cannot be
reduced to each other, as many political projects of belonging tend to assume. I take this a step
further, positioning belonging as central to the ubuntu way of life and ubuntu praxis, for it is through
belonging and communal care that the maxim of ‘a person is a person through other persons’ is
lived.
Through my exploration of the concepts of ubuntu, infra-politics and cultural labour, I have
demonstrated that although heteropatriarchal hegemony fundamentally excludes black lesbian
township women’s identities and subjectivities, there is also room to see these women’s
engagements with such oppressive discourses as forms of everyday resistance and agency. In the
following subsection, I will further strengthen this argument through an elaborate analysis of my
data, demonstrating how black lesbian township women negotiate their everyday lives in the
predominantly heterosexual space of the township. Having cleared the discursive space of
heteropatriarchal hegemony to make these women’s labour and agency visible, in the next section I
will now move towards the reconstruction of knowledge about the lives of black township women in
same-sex intimacies, aiming to provide a more truthful, agential and nuanced representation of their
personal, communal and national identities.

3. Places, Spaces and Phases: ‘I Am Just a Woman in Love With Another Woman’
In this subsection I will give an elaborate analysis of my data, drawing on data collected from 31
townships in both Cape Town and Johannesburg to expose narratives of everyday life, and to
interrogate how resistance is framed within it. Starting from the township itself—a historical site of
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culture and resistance both during the apartheid and post-apartheid eras—I will tease out the infrapolitics that underpin the contemporary everyday resistance of black township women in same-sex
relationships in this predominantly heterosexist space. I will highlight the various strategies of
everyday resistance, touching upon the themes of coming out, identity, relationships, the
community, and citizenship. Additionally, I will highlight how these infra-politics reflect and
negotiate the tensions of ubuntu and being African. I will start off by situating the space of the
township.

4. The Township
In order to understand and trace the everyday lives and resistance of black township women in
same-sex relationships, the starting point has to be the township itself. The discussion presented
above pertains to the township space, a central point of focus in which the lives of black lesbian
women are lived. The centrality of the township space therefore demands a closer examination of
this establishment. This section will bring to light how the township mostly occupies a heterosexual
space and, in doing so, will tie this in with the above discussion of African-ness as being synonymous
with heterosexuality, as well as briefly unpacking how the laws and policies of apartheid acted to
endorse this. Other important points that will be highlighted in relation to the township are not only
its richness in culture, but also how it has historically been central to resistance, both through formal
and organised protests, and through what I read as infra-politics.
During the apartheid era, South Africa saw the implementation of a plethora of laws, mostly
geared towards segregation and privileging of the white—then perceived as the ‘superior’ race. One
of the first townships to be established in South Africa was Soweto in the 1930s—a time that marked
the introduction of the systematic implementation of the Group Areas Act. This legislation defined
‘no-go’ areas for black and coloured people within urban areas, banishing black people to the
homelands and segregated satellite townships. Under this act, the government transferred a large
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number of Coloureds, Indians and Africans within the cities into segregated satellite townships,
thereby specifying urban area zones where members of one specified race alone could live and
work. 46 Some of this involved forced evictions from urban areas—land owned by Africans—such as
Sophiatown in Johannesburg, and land owned by Coloureds in District Six in Cape Town. According
to Thompson (2000), it is estimated that 3,548,900 people were removed between 1960 and 1983
(194). Thompson adds that the Population Registration Act (1950) was the machinery used to assign
a racial category to every person.
Another area that saw the implementation of a plethora of laws and draconian policing is
sexuality. The apartheid regime subjected interracial sex and sexuality to heavy censorship and
repressive policing, which actively banished both sex and talking about sex from the public sphere.
Posel (2004) articulates how particularly

[O]bsessive the regime was in its determination to prohibit sex across racial boundaries.
Driven by typical colonial anxieties about rapacious male black sexuality, the apartheid state
accumulated an extensive armoury of regulations and prohibitions to control the practice
and transaction of sex, its public representations and performance (Posel 2004: 53-54).

Posel adds that ‘sex across the black-white racial divide was forbidden, and miscegenation intensely
stigmatised. Reinforced by laws that criminalised homosexuality, deep-seated and widespread
homophobia deterred the open expression or assertion of any sexualities deemed transgressive’
(ibid: 54). This draconian policing of sexuality was fundamental to the apartheid project, playing
within the colonial imagination of African sexuality being synonymous with heterosexuality. This, in
combination with the earlier discussion in the preceding chapter related to the hetero/homo binary
articulated by Hoad (2007), has made the township a predominantly heterosexual space in which
black queer histories and experiences exist at the margins, and remain invisible. This heterosexual
46

The term Coloureds was used by the apartheid regime as a racial marker for South African people
of mixed race. In contemporary South Africa, this racial marker continues to be commonly used.
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dominance extends into the present, as evidenced by the overwhelming trope that homosexuality is
‘un-African.’ Townships have therefore constructed a certain kind of blackness; one that is almost
exclusively heterosexual.
Yet, it is also important to note that at the height of apartheid, the township became a
profound site of struggle through organised protests as well as everyday resistance—infra-politics—
both of which were significant and played a key role in the demise of apartheid.47 From an infrapolitical perspective, one notable example stands out in the form of Sophiatown in the 1950s.48
Music and culture became a form of infra-political resistance to the rule of apartheid and
Sophiatown lay at the epicentre of this resistance. Jazz, poetry and the arts were sources of great
strength to non-white South Africans, and this was particularly true for those who lived in
Sophiatown. During this era, the struggle for freedom was present in every aspect of black daily life,
yet inhabitants refused to be crushed by laws that prevented them from owning property, or from
taking a walk in the park or around the town at night. The 1950s were artistically inspirational in
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The organised anti-apartheid protests and marches can be read through counter-hegemony prisms.
Chin and Mittelman (1997) articulate the idea that different forms and dimensions of resistance to hegemony
are subsumed under the rubric of counter-hegemony, the implicit form of which is ‘war of movement.’
Women and young people played a historical key role—take for instance the 1956 women’s march to Pretoria
(Parliamentary buildings) to protest the pass laws. With an influx of African urban migration, the government
tried to curb this through the implementation of a series of pass laws. According to Thompson (2000), the
origin of such pass laws goes back to the eighteenth century, when slaves were requisite to carry documents
signed by their masters when venturing outside of their masters’ home. According to the South African History
Online (2011), the pass laws were colloquially often called ‘dompass,’ which literally means the ‘dumb pass.’
The 1956 women’s march was considered a very orderly and organised march, attended by between 10,000 to
20,000 women; one of the biggest demonstrations to be held in South Africa (Switzer & Adhikari 2000). The
Soweto uprising in 1976 by students under the umbrella organisation of the South African Student Movement
(SASM), undersigned by the patronage of the Black Conscious Movement (BCM), mobilised between 3,000 and
10,000 students, who demonstrated against the apartheid instituted Bantu education system, where Afrikaans
was to be instituted as the main mode of communication (ibid.). The 1976 Soweto uprising helped to mobilise
mass participation against apartheid for the first time since the Sharpville murder in 1960. These are just a few
examples of the anti-apartheid protests and not in any form exhaustive of that part of history (South African
History Online 2011)
48
With this chosen example of Sophiatown, it is also important to note that this resistance to
apartheid led to the forced removal and relocation of Sophiatown’s residents, which subsequently led to
displacement and the erasure of culture, including the black township queer culture that was alive then. ‘The
National Party (NP) had a number of strategic advantages over the Johannesburg City Council (JCC) in its
endeavour to destroy Sophiatown. As with the destruction of inner city slum yards and relocation of the
communities in Orlando, the JCC was expected to provide alternative housing for Sophiatown's community
earmarked for relocation in Soweto. […] Consequently, the destruction of Sophiatown moved from being a
matter of local government interest to being part of the central government’s vision and strategy’ (South
African History Online 2011).
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terms of fashion and music, bringing forth artists such as Miriam Makeba—Mama Africa—and Dolly
Rathebe. ‘There was partying, beauty pageants, shebeens, gansterism, poetry, concerts, Drum
magazine [which was then Africa’s biggest magazine], fashion and style galore.’49 All these examples
of everyday resistance can be considered infra-politics.
For Scott (1990), infra-politics can occur individually as well as collectively. Infra-politics are
identified by juxtaposing what Scott calls the ‘public’ transcript—verbal and non-verbal acts carried
out by the dominant group—and ‘hidden’ transcripts—what subordinate parties say and do beyond
the realm of the public transcript or observation of the dominant order (Chin & Mittelman 1997). In
this case, the public transcript would be apartheid and the institutionalisation of racism, whilst the
cultural resistance enacted in Sophiatown would be the hidden transcript, resulting in an infrapolitics. The 1950s therefore constituted a significant era of black self-expression in popular culture,
similar to the ways in which contemporary youth culture in South African townships now present a
‘new’ cultural revolution. Indeed, present day townships and culture have been influenced and
shaped by historical events, activities, and daily lives, such as those briefly discussed above.
Moreover the lingering effects of apartheid still play out in present-day townships.50The description
provided here is not in any way meant to trace or give a chronological historical account, but rather
to provide some examples of what has directly influenced township culture today, and by extension,
black township women in same-sex intimacies.
Bogatsu (2002) notes how during apartheid, most black residents did not come out with a
‘township and proud’ attitude, instead often rejecting this culture as one imposed by the apartheid
system. She notes that influences from abroad (particularly American black jazz culture) were
favoured as a defiant statement—as in the renowned example of (1950s) Sophiatown—against the
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For quoted text, see: Lucid Thoughts (2013)
The introductory chapter clearly situates the ‘born free’ generation, outlining their main challenges,
as well as their firm resistance as evidenced by the Rhodes Must Fall protests and Fees Must Fall movements.
The grievances raised are about everyday realities that affect everyday lives, such as being able to attend
school daily, having food on the table every evening (the material), as well as the invisible institutions of
neoliberalism, (neo) colonialism, eurocentrism and patriarchy (the discursive). These student protests could be
read through the prisms of social movement and/or counter-hegemony.
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inferior life enforced by the oppressive apartheid system. In part facilitated by the ‘nation building
project,’ the post-1994 government promoted the concept of the ‘rainbow nation’ through a
narrative of encouragement—of being ‘proud of where you come from’ (Bogatsu 2002). Bogatsu
further posits that ‘being “proudly township” has become the equivalent of being proud of a unique
South African experience: one’s ghetto-credibility has become an unofficial measuring tool for one’s
blackness’ (ibid.: 5). It is now ‘cool’ to be able to communicate in tsotsi-taal (township slang); hang
out ‘back at home in the ghetto,’ and to eat the ‘township burger’ or kota (Bunny Chow).51
Townships—also called ‘locations,’ ‘lokasie,’ or ‘kasie’—have evolved as unique communities with a
vibrant culture. A new element in the mix is a rapidly growing middle class with enormous spending
power who prefer to stay in townships rather than in the suburbs (Donaldson et al. 2013). Bogatsu
(2002) highlights how

contemporary black youth finds itself straddling cultural spaces: on the one hand, this
generation is linked to its collective political and cultural past, whilst on the other, it seeks,
through conscious innovation, to establish an identity apart from (through not free of)
Generation X—its parent culture, the politically active youth of the 1960s and 1970s
(Bogatsu 2002: 2).

This ‘born free’ generation and its ideals are evident in most contemporary popular culture, media,
music, television, and fashion. These affectionate appropriations of township life and culture are
what shape the everyday, including the daily experiences of black women in same-sex relationships
who revere their township communities.
Many of the research participants had deep affectionate feelings for their townships, it was
their home, their community. Most mentioned they were born and raised, and couldn’t imagine
51
Bunny Chow is one of Durban’s most famous exports. It is usually referred to as ‘a bunny.’ A bunny
is basically made from half a loaf of bread (with the inside scooped out and kept to dip in the gravy). The
hollow loaf is then filled with authentic Indian curry, made from either mutton or vegetables. Beef, chicken or
mince can also be used (Tasty Recipes, 2014).
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raising their (future) families anywhere else but in the townships they know and love. Indeed the
sense of ubuntu and kinship was evident given a significant number of participants lived with
extended family. Some lesbian women felt quite safe in their communities, for instance in Mbekweni
township in Cape Town, whereas others – such as from Khatlehong in Johannebsurg felt rather
unsafe, given the recent hate crimes targeting lesbian women. Many of these conversations come
alive in what is presented below. And as will be revealed, although some black township women in
same-sex relationships had jobs and were economically certain, the overwhelming majority were
unemployed and struggling to survive day to day.

5. Sexual Identity, Relationships and Culture
What came across from my various interactions with women in the townships was how proud they
were of their multi-layered identities—African, ethnic, and sexual. Ethnicity was a key identity
marker celebrated amongst all participants, adjacent perhaps in equal measure to their township
identity, all of which can also be linked to ubuntu praxis: here, individual identity is established
through being part of the community. Mbiti (1969) notes how an individual’s subjectivity is
dependent upon a discursive formation. On many occasions during the conversations we had,
participants stated things like ‘it’s a Zulu tradition’ or ‘that’s how we do it in our
ekasi/location/township.’ In fact, Donaldson (et al. 2013) contend that the essence of ubuntu is
wanting to be part of the community and having a shared destiny, for the benefit of all. Moreover,
sexual identity is of equal importance here, and has been visibly embraced by the ‘born frees.’ The
‘born free’ generation traverses a terrain, the past, present and future of which are neither
completely defined by apartheid, nor completely free from it; a terrain that has contributed to their
multiple identities.
Dolby (2001) posits how identity, as a discursive formation, is a predominant form in
structuring political, social and national relations. By discursive formation, Dolby means that
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categories of identification (i.e. race, class, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) are not pre-given
essential traits, but rather constitute an array of available cultural meanings and identities
into which one places or sutures oneself, whilst simultaneously internalising those meanings
in an attempt to stabilise both oneself and the surrounding world (Dolby 2001: 9).
Entangled within this is the globalisation effect described by Kate Manzo (1992). Manzo argues that
South Africa’s position within the global political economy dates back more than 400 years—to
‘1652 when Jan Van Riebeck established his outpost of the Dutch East India Company at the Cape of
Good Hope’ (Manzo 1992: 27). In the cultural realm, Dolby (2001) notes that certain scholars, such
as Nixon (1994), chart the historical and global popular culture of South Africa, particularly black
South Africa. She notes how Nixon observes the way in which

the blossoming artistic expression of Sophiatown in Johannesburg in the 1950s draws on the
Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, shaping township people’s identities and daily lives.
Simultaneously, South African Tsotsis (gangsters) of the 1950s turned to Hollywood movies
to make fashion and style choices, and in turn to construct subjectivities (Dolby 2001: 11).

These examples point to the effects of globalisation and its prominent role in the shaping of culture,
identities and subjectivities.
When applying the above discussion to the discursive formation of identity and the
construction of the subjectivities of black township women in same-sex relationships, it becomes
evident how the internet and social media have played a notable role in the shaping of black lesbian
identities and the construction of subjectivities in South Africa. This is especially so because in South
Africa, the representation of black lesbians through local pop-culture and media is non-existent, and
the little that is out there is framed within the context of hate crimes and murder. Indeed, some
argue that the presence of South African people who define their sexual identities in terms
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congruous with western conceptions of homosexuality today may indeed be a mere consequence of
western influence (Epprecht 2008; Kahn-Fogel 2013). I beg to differ, pointing out that this erases the
subtle differences in expressions, many of which I came across during my encounters with the
women I interviewed. A perspective in which the taking up of western terms is merely posited as a
form of assimilation or mimicry potentially erodes the agency of the women who take up these
expressions and subjectivities. I do, however, note that globalisation and neoliberal discourse
increasingly infiltrate both the sexual expressions and the construction of subjectivities on the
African continent—not only with regard to homosexuality, but also in a heterosexual context. For
instance, in her study of labelling among black women in same-sex relationships in Soweto, Pakade
(2013) notes how ‘WLW’ (Woman who Loves Women) and ‘lesbians’ were the most popular and
best-understood terms. Conversely, butch was less often used in a local context, more commonly
used terms being Isitabane, Nongayindoda, and tomboy.52
However, on the issue of labelling, it also important to note Kahn-Fogel (2013), who
contends that in many African cultures, both historically and today, people who have engaged in
same-sex intimacies have considered such behaviour an insignificant component of their personal
and sexual identities. Hoad (2007) demonstrates how the terms found in archives—and the current
prevailing homophobic rhetoric—such as ‘unnatural desire’ and ‘private vice’ fail to communicate
intimate specificity and demonstrate instead how ‘certain historical moments, certain corporeal
practices come to be represented as sexual, and move into identitarian sexuality, as their meanings
are transfigured, under new discursive regimes’ (2). This broadly concurs with the discussion and
argument raised by Sommerville (2000) in the introductory chapter, exposing the fact that sexual
identity, as well as the specific labelling that goes with it, is a fairly new concept in Sub-Saharan
Africa.

52
Isitabane is Zulu vernacular to describe an intersexual person. It was a formally derogatory term for
a gay person, however, it is now mostly associated with same-sex practicing and/or gender non-conforming
(Black) people in townships. Nongayindoda translates as man-woman/woman-man (Pakade 2013).
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Here, I am placing emphasis on identity—the hetero/homo binary—instead of focussing on
behaviours that have been known to exist on the African continent prior to colonialism and
globalisation. This emerging identity, which takes shape through everyday experiences and
interactions, is influenced by, and plays within, already established systems, such as ubuntu,
patriarchy, and globalisation (the LGBTQI NGOs, for example, are driven by a neoliberalist discourse),
all of which I elaborate on below. As will become clear in the proceeding subsection, however, the
integration of black township women in same sex relationship into such predominantly heterosexual
spaces forces them to make room for sexual diversity, appropriating these spaces for sexual
inclusion and belonging.

i.

Coming Out

In order to demonstrate how such inclusion and belonging takes shape in black lesbian township
women’s everyday practices, I will touch upon various themes related to the constitution of their
individual, communal and national identities. I will begin with coming out, as it often describes a
foundational act, whether it is done overtly or implicitly—when one does not openly come out.
Many scholars portray coming out as part of the rite of passage and identification in western gay and
lesbian communities, which—like travelling terms, such as lesbian, butch, and femme—have been
integrated by some in the same-sex narrative of black township women. The LGBTQI rights-based
approach advocated by the NGOs also propagates this as a rite of passage for gay people in South
Africa. It involves assessing one’s social environment to decide whether it is safe to disclose one’s
sexual identity. Recalling both Hoad’s (2007) argument and Sommerville’s (2000) assertion that
contemporary sexuality—as well as hetero and homo labels, and subsequent identities—was
established by colonialism and globalisation on the African continent, the narrative of coming out is
a relatively recent occurrence.
Coming out was a central subject in both my interviews and focus group discussions, during
which I aimed to research whether this was indeed a dominant narrative amongst women in same61

sex relationships as well as how it is expressed in this context. Does it follow a ‘Western model’, is it
localised or a mixture of both? Reactions to this were mixed: For some participants, it was crucial
and relevant to feel as if they were ‘being true to themselves,’ whilst for others interaction with
LGBTQI related NGOs and other lesbians informed their decision to come out. For others still, it was
an unimportant narrative that was assigned less meaning. For some, coming out was a painful
process, which resulted in being disowned by their families. In some cases, coming out had knock on
effects, leading them not only to embrace a specific identity, but also to adopt other related forms of
self-stylisation, such as particular types of dress. All of these aspects are expressed in the rich
conversation transcribed below:

Anathi: I don't know about them, [but] for me it did not start as an ‘in thing’ [meaning hip]. I
was staying in the Eastern Cape, [and] I knew I was very unique because I had feelings for
girls, something I have never seen before. So now that I'm exposed to the lesbian circle and,
you know, […] know more about lesbians and LGBTI and whatever, you know. Now to me, it
just showed me that there's [sic] a lot of people like me, whether it is the ‘in thing’ [or not].
Recently I have been starting to feel like it's the ‘in thing’ […]. Among the young, recently I
have kind of feeling like, eish [local South African exclamation of surprise, disapproval, etc.],
you know, everywhere you go, you can just sense people are gay. Is everybody gay now
days? [Laughter] And even the sense of style you know, fashion has changed and sometimes
you can't even tell if the person is gay or not, or a Tom Boy […].
Aphiwe: Everyone nowadays, everyone owns a straight cap nowadays, everyone owns baggy
pants, everyone owns sneakers.
Anathi: Skinny jeans.
Aphiwe: So now it's a bit of a confusion for people who love the style and people [who] are
lesbian, because when you get closer you find that this person is not a lesbian, but the way

62

they are dressed [...] [seems to suggest so]. But now someone who does not know, they
would presume that the person is part of the LB group, only to find out it's not.
[...]
Phoebe: Yhea! Going back to the experience of coming out, you were saying ‘Yhoo, Yhoo,
Yhoo.’ What was it like for you, or what are your thoughts about coming out?
Cebisa: It’s how people see you, how people call you names, especially at home, because you
[are] precious. So now they [are] going to be like, since they grew up in the Eastern Cape, so
they think that you, you have something inside of you that you use to [have sex].
Aphiwe: You [are] bewitched.
Cebisa: Yhea! Whatever, you have demons
Phoebe: Okay! So there's a Spirit living inside of you?
Cebisa: Yes!
Phoebe: Now is that Spirit necessarily evil or could it be…
Fundiswa: It's evil
Cebisa: It's always evil; they never say something good about it. It's always evil
Fundiswa: Evil.

(Focus Group Discussion in Mbekweni Township, Cape Town. 53)

Here (and in other sections of this chapter) I draw on a focus group discussion not only because the
discussion teases out important issues, but also because focus groups provide a social context of
meaning making (Wilkinson, 1998), which in fact lies at the heart of this discussion. The above
conversation highlights and teases out four key issues that I would like to address in more depth, all
of which are entangled with coming out or being visibly lesbian. The importance of these four issues
was echoed across the 31 townships in which interviews and focus group sessions were conducted.
53

All participants’ names in this thesis have been changed for purposes of anonymity and confidentiality.
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To begin with, the above conversation brings to the fore coming out as a process of
becoming; a form of self-recognition as someone who does not conform to heteronormative norms
and expectations. This process of becoming demonstrates a clear resistance to the heterosexist
trope. Secondly, coming out here is related to recognition and belonging within the LGBTQI group; in
finding fellows who self-identify as lesbian, and forming networks. These first two key aspects point
towards the individual and collective components of identity formation, as well as the fact that these
are mutually co-constitutive.
Thirdly, the research participants address coming out as a case of ‘setting their own scene,’
as illustrated by the fashion aspect highlighted by Anathi. What one wears forms part and parcel of
everyday life as a powerful expression of one’s identity, making dress both an expression of one’s
liberties and a visible site of recognition. I read this dynamic through Scott’s notion of everyday
resistance and infra-politics, reminiscent of the 1950s resistance in Sophiatown against apartheid.
The hidden narrative of a non-heteronormative identity is enacted through dress and against the
public narrative of the heterosexual township. This also demonstrates how fashion blurs the line
between the hetero/homo binary: the above conversation reveals that some ‘straight’ people, for
example, may take a liking to dressing like tom-boys. Thus, fashion functions as a mechanism
through which black township women are collectively undertaking labour to enable spaces of
belonging, blurring the rigid homo/hetero boundaries. On this, Reid and Walker (2005) note how ‘it
is not uncommon for gay lifestyles to be associated in the public imaginary with “fashion”’ as part of
gay visibility (16). However, this public imaginary has mostly focused on gay men, with women going
unnoticed, an aspect being destabilised by these township women. Such expressions have been
illustrated elsewhere, such as Moore’s (2011) study on African American lesbian women where
fashion also played a key role as a manifestation of visibility.
Finally, for some participants the ramifications of coming out resulted in rejection, expulsion,
and abjection, rather than acceptance. Given the inherently relational aspect of coming out—to
family, friends, or the community—this to a certain extent shows ubuntu praxis break down,
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especially when ubuntu do is ‘performed’ through heteronormative prisms. According to this
narrative and as exemplified through the above conversation, to be a lesbian is either to be
‘bewitched’ or to be ‘possessed by demons’ i.e. possessed by an evil spirit, both of which spring from
Judaeo-Christian ethics that are clearly entangled with ubuntu praxis.54 Moreover, within this
narrative, there are strong connotations of lesbians possessing snakes, which they supposedly use to
have sex – as articulated by Cebisa who notes: “they think that you, you have something inside of
you that you use to [have sex].” Following this narrative, coming out then is not only opposed to
Ubuntu talk (and that which supposedly constitutes African-ness), but also a clear form of resistance
towards Christian heteropatriarchy. Ashforth (2005) acclaimed analysis on witchcraft and democracy
in Soweto places the escalating concerns with witchcraft as a reflection of the insecurity inherent in
periods of transformation—in this case, a social/cultural insecurity effected by the increasing
visibility of those who do not conform to those heterosexual ideals and norms.
The above conversation also reflects two additional aspects, one of which is the vibrant
black township lesbian culture: how one dresses is greatly reflected as part of the township identity.
Secondly, it draws out the tension between some level of acceptance—setting the scene with
fashion seems reasonably accepted, also amongst heterosexual people—and a clear distance, lack of
acceptance, or even abjection, for some that still prevail today. Subsequently, all the above
translates into a way of appropriating these township heterosexual spaces through the act of coming
out for some, whilst for others this was never a necessity because their sexuality was already implied
through their overtly masculine gender expression. Both narratives lead to the opening up of
predominantly heterosexual township spaces.

ii.

Sexual Identity

54
A demon is a supernatural, mythological and often malevolent being, and is closely associated with
the devil, possession of which implies banishment and punishment. A demon is therefore a being that is
unclean and immoral in both nature and activity (Bible Study Tools, 2017).
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In the previous section, it has become clear that coming out does not necessarily precede identity or
self-identification for all, yet it certainly opens up spaces for identification through social networking.
When talking about the subject of sexual identity and identity labelling, it is important to be mindful
of the history that identity politics have in a South African context. To begin with, there is an
increased visibility of young black women in same-sex intimacies in townships—black lesbian ‘born
frees’ have embraced the equality clause in the constitution by openly claiming sexual citizenry in
their local spaces. Reddy (2009) argues that

the decriminalisation process of same-sex acts in South Africa since 1994 has further
entrenched the development of queer identity because the law has opened up a space for
citizenship to be claimed, thereby ensuring inclusion, recognition and the development of
freedom (Reddy 2009: 358).

Therefore, seeking visibility has become increasingly common since the end of apartheid and the
advent of protected sexual rights. Reddy adds that ‘the claim to queer citizenship is not a special
privilege, but a necessary precondition for equal membership in the democratic project and in
nation building’ (ibid.).
Moreover, it is also important to note that identity is intersectional. Arguing for multiple and
interconnected positions, De La Rey (1997) attests that ‘being a woman is not distinct from either
black, working class’ (7). By extension, the diverse identities of women in same-sex relationships are
not distinct, but exist in coalesce. This explicitly shows how one specific component of one’s identity
cannot be made partial to the rest—multiple identities occur simultaneously—in a democratised
manner. This is the rubric within which I read identity. Sexual identity is therefore in entanglement
with other identities, as most of my research participants confirmed.
The questionnaire data (n=209) presented in the preceding chapter shows that about 97% of
the research participants engaged in a form of same-sex intimacy. The majority of the participants
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were indeed comfortable with identifying as lesbian, whereas others were not. As noted earlier,
some of these terms—such as lesbian, butch, futch, stone butch, soft butch, etc.—are travelling
terms, accessed through a number of diverse media, such as literature, LGBTQI related NGOs,
newspapers, and social media.55 Perhaps this is in line with what Hoad (2007) posits as identitarian
sexuality, which is linked to new meanings and discursive regimes—in this case, neoliberalism and
globalisation. This is true especially since contemporary homosexual identity relates to westernfunded LGBTQI NGOs in South Africa, who dispense a language and model of sexuality based on
western identities and understandings of sexuality. Social media also plays a central role as a space
in which certain questions are posed and answered (i.e. a space for information); a space for
expression, as well as for networking or building alliances. This then adds another dimension to the
intersectional nature of identity—that of being influenced by globalisation and western
terminologies.
Linking identity to the focus group conversation discussed in the preceding section, it
becomes clear that identification is not a simple project, but rather complex and multi-layered. This
multi-layered-ness makes the township expression of these identities quite distinct: a township
‘style’ of lesbian expression, with its very own spoken or unspoken rules—that which Bourdieu and
Eagleton (1992) refers to as doxa. Diversity in self-identification was evident: some participants were
drawn to the rigid labelling and behavioural expectations that go with it, whilst others were of a
more fluid nature, without subscribing to any specific identity. The latter group was characterised by
the sentiment expressed in the phrase ‘I am just a woman who loves other women.’ This sentiment
is illustrated in the following conversation from a focus group discussion in Khatlehong, one of the
townships in the Johannesburg metropolis:

55
All of the girls labelling themselves as futch explained that it meant that one day they would
express themselves as femme (in a feminine manner), whilst at other times they would present as butch (a
tomboy), or adopt a more fluid gender presentation. In other words, futch signified their ability to change
easily from butch to femme, or to present as something in between—a transient identity.
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Ayanda: Actually I don’t label myself. I am just a lesbian […].
Uluthando: I label myself, I am a soft butch.
Phoebe: You are a soft butch?
Uluthando: Yes, but I date fems only […].
Nofoto: I usually call myself fem lesbian, but I kind of like […] [to] see myself as an
androgynous [person] because I wear men’s clothes if I want to wear them, [and] I wear
woman's clothes if I want to wear them. I cut my hair[s] the way I want to cut them, […] I
wear everything that I feel comfortable in at that particular time. And yes, so I am, I think I
am going to change from being a fem to being andro.
Phoebe: Androgynous?
Nofoto: Yes.
Yibanathi: I am a very feminine butch.
Phoebe: Okay.
Yibanathi: I am not a futch. If I had to label myself, I would say I am a feminine butch. I am in
touch with my feminine side, I love my long hair, I love, at times, I love doing nails, so I would
go with my fem girlfriend. But I only date fems unless I do see a very attractive butch, in a
way that I would, you know, be interested in them. And I like straight back.
Phoebe: What is straight back?
Thadie: The hairstyle.
Ulwazi: Tell her to take out [sic, off] the hat, then you will see the straight back…
Yibanathi: That is a straight back. [Takes off hat and shows Phoebe what straight back is.]
Phoebe: Okay.
Ayanda: Very feminine hair dressing.
Yibanathi: But I don’t like labelling myself. I think this whole label thing just ruins things
because, you know, because all of sudden I am a butch, [so] I can’t check out another butch's
ass and say whooh.
68

Phoebe: Ok, what’s wrong with that?
Yibanathi: Society has a problem with that because now, I mean if I am with my friend here
and I see this butch and say what a tight ass, [and] they would say ‘No,’ but yeah.
Thadie: That’s how we roll.
Yibanathi: That’s how it is.
Phoebe: Yes Lerato?
Lerato: I label myself as a hard core fem.
Ayanda: Yes, Lerato is confused or she is [a] dyke, but I have never said anything about
Lerato, because this is how I like myself, that’s it.
Phoebe: Is it the way you dress; the way you talk?
Ayanda: So I don’t even give myself an identity so far whether I am feminine, stone butch or
what, the society amongst ourselves, we give ourselves [the labelling within the lesbian and
bisexual community]. Because I can see that Amahle has a masculine body, then I will say
Amahle, she is okay, she is sexy, she is supposed to be a butch because she looks like a man,
so she’s supposed to be butch. So, if I would have to take out my cleavage today then people
would say ‘Are you fem?’. We never knew as much, as she [Ayanda referring to herself in
reference to the community’s reaction] said, she likes her long hair and if tomorrow I decide
to go at Khulekani's house to put [on] the fringe, then people would be like surprised [to see]
me wearing [a] skirt with fringe. So it’s confusing, the society, not we, [our] society, [but] the
outside society…
Phoebe: The hetero-society?
Ayanda: Yes, the hetero society.

(Focus Group Discussion from Khatlehong township, Johannesburg.)

69

The above conversation echoes what was discussed in the 31 townships that participated in the
study, reflecting the influences of globalisation. Indeed, local labelling was also discussed, the
participants emphasising the derogatory nature of these labels, which shall not be named here.
From the above conversation, it is clear that identity is constituted through everyday practices—how
one passes, dresses, talks, relates and interacts with others in one’s locale. This conversation also
alludes to the fact that there are numerous positions that contest identity as a concept, because it is
difficult to pin down. Nofoto, for instance, simultaneously refers to herself as lesbian and ‘andro’
(androgynous), whilst Yabanathi and Ayanda do not adhere to labelling per se. All this is constitutive
of the vibrant queer culture in the townships.
By culture here I am guided by Chin and Mittelman (1997), who present culture as a set of
interest-constituted social processes that create whole—specific and different—ways of life. These
same-sex identities, as they navigate through the daily lives lived in these townships, glaringly
contest that townships are exclusively heterosexual spaces, and that queerness lays outside of
African-ness. In addition, the conversation transcribed above demonstrates that identities can be
multiple and fluent. As Ayanda points out, such articulations of queer-ness might be more accepted
amongst the LGBTQI community, mostly causing confusion in the heterosexual domain—‘our
society’ versus the ‘outside society,’ as Ayanda frames it. In the proceeding section, I will
problematise the idea of the homo/hetero binary as the only source of potential conflict and
discrimination against lesbian township women, addressing some of the more problematic dynamics
within the LGBTQI community itself, as well as the social stigmas associated with certain identity
labels.

iii.

Identity Politics of the Lesbian and Bisexual Community

This section examines how lesbianism is ‘performed’ and negotiated within the lesbian and bisexual
community in South African townships. Within any given culture, there are sub-sets and multiple
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layers that contribute to the overall cultural unit, the differentiations being varied for a multitude of
reasons, including—yet not limited to—locale and background. The lesbian and bisexual community
in Cape Town, for example, made a clear distinction between being a ‘real lesbian’ or merely
performing lesbianism.56 For this community, a ‘real lesbian’ was considered a lesbian who had
never had any form of heterosexual encounter. For some, this was a prised position to be in, and a
crucial decider on, for example, how to conceive a child, or whether or not to date women with
children. A ‘real lesbian’ was seen as ‘pure’ in a sense, untouched by a penis. This logic reinforces the
homo/hetero binary, thus rebuking those who do not strictly adhere to this—such as bisexual
people—as illustrated in the conversation below:

Anathi: So, you don't have a problem with [rigid labels], because I know a number of lesbians
have a problem with these rigid definitions that if you have [had] a dick inside of you, then
you [are] not a lesbian?
Esihle: [Then you are not] a lesbian anymore.
Lindelwa: You [are] not a real one.
Phoebe: You [are] not a real [one]?
Lulama: Original.
Lindelwa: Fake.
Esihle: You know yourself, you know!

(Focus Group Discussion, Khayamandhi, Stellenbosch, Cape Town.)

This excerpt highlights what Van Zyl (2015) refers to as struggles for belonging that are waged
around boundaries of inclusions and exclusions, and only become visible when belonging is
contested. Projects for belonging manifest in a complex manner with multi-layered negotiations, as
56

This narrative was more prevalent in Cape Town than in Johannesburg.
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is evident in the above conversation, and as I will unpack below. This becomes more pronounced in
the South African context, especially because the boundaries of belonging under colonialism and
apartheid were rigidly policed. This surveillance and policing—as a reflection of the larger society in
relation to women and sexuality—spills into the Cape Town lesbian and bisexual community. This is
in agreement with Chin and Mittelman’s (1997) argument that the coexistence of conformity and
resistance can give rise to inconsistencies between thought and action. This argument helps explain
‘contradictory behaviour on the part of a subaltern group that may embrace its own conception of
the world while still adopting conceptions borrowed from the dominant classes’ (Chin & Mittelman
1997: 28). For some in Cape Town, this rigidity around what constitutes a ‘real lesbian’ was a
political stance, anchoring both their identity and performance of lesbianism through political
parameters.57 I frame this through infra-politics, where the hidden transcript is the ‘real’ lesbian and
the public transcript is penile penetration, and evidently heteronormativity. This way a ‘real’ lesbian
critiques and destabilises heteronormativity and prevailing discourses of townships as exclusively
heterosexual spaces.
Perhaps the most contentious space—as it relates to surveillance, in the context of which
politics of belonging became even more pronounced and heightened—could be found within the
bisexual identity. This was equally reflected in the townships of both Cape Town and Johannesburg.
One point of contention is the view that bisexual women are having the ‘best of both worlds’ and
are perceived as ‘greedy.’ This was accompanied by potential feelings of inadequacy on the part of
bhuti (butch township women): supposedly, bisexual desire would signal that their lack of a penis did
not allow them to fully satisfy their partner’s sexual pleasure.58 Another stereotype that stigmatised
bisexual identified women was that because they slept with men, they brought Sexually Transmitted
Infections (STIs) to the lesbian community, including HIV (something I address at length in chapter
57

Political lesbianism originated amongst second-wave radical feminists. ‘Some now define it as a
process of understanding the ways in which we, and our sisters, have been personally damaged by the heteropatriarchy. It is a recognition that, on a personal and political level, we do not have to be intimately involved
with a system which is deeply damaging to us and we can love other women in all ways instead of competing
with them or mistrusting them’ (Radical Lesbian Feminists, 2013).
58
The symbolism of the lack of the penis is something I address in chapter 2.
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3). This combined made the visibility of bisexual women miniscule, close to non-existent.
Conversations from the focus group discussion alluded to bisexuality as covert, referring to it with
somewhat derogatory terms such as ‘after nine,’ implying bisexual women mostly engage in bisexual
sexual activity at night—that is, after 9 pm, when it is supposedly dark and hidden. Other derogatory
terms included ‘twin plug,’ ‘minora’ (a razor blade), and ‘double adapter,’ to mention but a few.
Because bisexual women are considered to undermine lesbian authenticity and sexual
health, they tend to conceal their sexuality. Therefore, my attempts to interview bisexual women
during fieldwork proved futile. Nonetheless, the questionnaire data highlighted some level of
presence amongst the LGBTQI community, however miniscule—pointing to 8% of the participants.
The surveillance and policing of bisexual identity follows through with the ‘real lesbian’ argument
discussed above. Here I would like to invoke the work of Chin and Mittelman (1997), who posit that
the fragmentation of social identity that characterises, and is characterised by, simultaneous
membership of different groups means that it is possible, if not probable, that the subaltern can be
simultaneously progressive on certain issues whilst reactionary on others. In the context of this data
analysis, this leads to the conclusion that whereas lesbian women might be discriminated against
and excluded by the heterosexual majority, they themselves sometimes actively engage in the
discrimination and exclusion of bisexual women. Additionally, it is important to note that many of
these labels—such as bisexual—are travelling terms, foreign in meaning and as such open to
interpretation by local LGBTQI communities in South Africa. There was a general air of contention
with this identity across the board, from Cape Town to Johannesburg, where similar sentiments
were expressed, as pointed out in the conversation below:

Lerato: I think the whole point of bisexual, our society, our society…
Phoebe: The LGBTI [society]?
Lerato: Yes, the LGBTI judge, they oppress the bisexual people in a way that bisexual[s], they
can’t even come out. And say, maybe, like when I introduce myself, ‘I am Lerato and
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bisexual,’ then they say: she is going to get us killed. It’s kind of scandalous, they would not
even be interested in me if I said I am bisexual. […] [They would say:] she would get us killed,
she is dating a man, and all of a sudden, she dates a girlfriend, so...
Phoebe: She would get you killed?
Mthunzi: Because she is bisexual, she is dating men and women. So, men are going to kill us,
so that is why the bisexuals do not want to come out of the closet. You will find that when I
go to Ayanda’s place by 8, I find Ayanda waiting in the corner with her boyfriend at which
[point] I am the one who was [supposed] to come at that time. But finding Ayanda with the
boyfriend, now I am thinking [to myself], Mthunzi, this girl [is] disrespecting me standing
with her boyfriend, you understand? It’s kind of like, it’s scary actually…
Sindisiwe: Sometimes other people, they get confused, but I am okay with the bisexuals, I
don’t have a problem [with them].
Inyoni: You know, sometimes bisexual[s], just for example, my bisexual lady will introduce me
to her boyfriend and that guy will say okay, as butch as I am, this guy would be like: are you a
boy or a girl? And she will ask if, are you a friend or a boyfriend/girlfriend? And I will say: she
is my woman, [but] she is [also] your woman? Are you a boy or a girl? I’ll say: what do you
see? Well, I don’t know yet, [he responds,] I think I see a man, but if you were a man you
would have a beard and a skinny face, [because] that [is what] a man [looks like]. And you
are a woman, you can’t defend yourself. I imagine this guy is like ‘you don’t have what I
have,’ so I am going to take care of that. So, with bisexual[s], [it] is a no.
Inyoni: Your life is in jeopardy.
Ntombizodwa: But they belong in the community [the LGBTQI community].
Inyoni: Yes, they belong in the community. There is no pressure on that, but how come I fall
in love with this person and then along the way my life is in danger, that guy wants this
people very bad [...]. Okay, here it goes, this thing is like this: there is this girl, I am dating this
woman and she, well most of the guys who hang out on the street corner who do nothing
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[and] here I am passing through with this girl. Maybe two or three guys in those people, they
want this girl and this girl is totally into guys. So, by any chance, she can say yes, and then in
order to get to her they would start from me. They would be like: how do you take care of
this person [in bed] if you don’t have dah dah dah dah [referring to a penis]? [Do] you
understand? How do I respond to that? No man, you get to be under pressure because now
[you have to perform like a man]
[…]
Ayanda: It won’t be a problem, because Mthunzi is a woman you see? I do have that power
and punch for a woman; I don’t have that power and punch for a guy.
Zobuhle: Now, I will need a power [physical strength to fight] for you, because you are very
masculine and I am very soft.
Phoebe: So, what you are saying is that you don’t mind fighting a girl over a woman, but you
mind fighting a boy over a woman?
Yibanathi: She is saying that.
Samukelisiwe: I don’t have a problem with bisexuals, I feel if we as the lesbians or other[s] in
the LGBT [community, if] we discriminate against bisexuals, at the same time we want a
community to accept us. We are saying: we are LGBTI and we want to be accepted by the
community. [Yet] at the same time we are discriminating against the bisexuals, and what is
that saying about us in the heterosexual community? Because if we are discriminating
amongst each other, then it’s going to be difficult for them to even come and try and support
and accept us, because we are discriminating amongst each other. So [then] they’re going to
come and accept the lesbians [and] the gays and leaving outside the bisexuals, the
transgenders, and the intersex [people]. So [therefore] I think we should like talk about this
and try to find [a] way of putting the bisexuals inside the community.

(Focus Group Discussion in Katlehong Township Johannesburg.)
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Even though the general air was obvious, the conversation above reveals that the contestation of
bisexual identity lay not with all members. The complexities and entanglements of the LGBTQI
community come through here. On the one hand, the argument falls within tropes of men as
oppressors, demonstrated through the high levels of violence against lesbian women, especially
against those whose gender expression is masculine. On the other hand, there is an element of
competition for women who are sexually desired by both heterosexual men and lesbian women. The
dynamics of everyday resistance here, when framed within the hidden transcript, fall into two
dimensions: firstly, female masculinities who transgress the gender binary, and secondly, women
sexually competing with heterosexual men for other women. This is set against a public transcript of
biological determinism with regard to gender expression, and prevailing heterosexism in ubuntu
praxis, which has led to the surveillance and controlling through violence of black people in same-sex
relationships that transgress this transcript.
It was voiced several times during the focus group discussions held in the various townships
that a bisexual woman was considered to be a woman who always dates both a man and a woman
simultaneously. This common misconception amongst the LGBTQI community results in the
derogatory ‘name calling’ mentioned earlier. Although such behaviour may occur in certain
instances, it certainly does not constitute a norm, as was expressed during the focus group
discussions. In some occasions, violence has ensued between the boyfriend upon realisation that his
girlfriend also has a girlfriend or previously dated women, and therefore bisexual women were
deemed to bring violence to the community. In addition to interpersonal relationships, bisexual
women were also considered to ‘confuse’ the community at large by suggesting that women in
same-sex intimacies can also sleep with men. This reiterates Chin and Mittelman’s (1997) argument
that
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the identification, juxtaposition and analyses of public and hidden transcripts can highlight
the conditions in which certain dimensions of counter-hegemonic consciousness develop,
and show how different or even conflicting perspectives within hidden transcripts are
negotiated and/or (not) resolved in everyday life (Chin & Mittelman 1997: 33).

Here, bisexual women are exposing the unstableness of the hetero/homo binary and resisting these
confines. This subject position becomes counter-hegemonic to both dominant heterosexuality and
lesbianism, resulting in conflicting perspectives. With regard to homosexuality, bisexuality comes
across as countering a counter-hegemony, which may explain the confusion in the discussion. In
other words, the dismantling of a space where the hetero/homo binary is perceived as fixed through
a notion of sexual fluidity results in confusion and, sometimes, the exclusion of bisexual women
from the LGBTQI community. Those who were vocal about this were adamant that the larger
community may have come to accept lesbian women’s attraction to other women, and that bisexual
intimacies only served to confuse this acceptance, as demonstrated in the conversation below:

Nonhlahla: My society loves me the way that I am. I don’t want to lie. They respect me
because of who I am, they have never called me a ‘stabane’ when I pass the shops. Listen,
they never call me a ‘stabane,’ they respect me and they respect my girlfriend. When she
gets off [to] the shops, no one propose[s] love to her. You know why? Because they know
that she is dating Nonhlanhla, and Nonhlanhla is the lesbian staying in Biyela. You know
why? Because I respect them and they respect me back, because they will never see me at
night strolling with a boy and kissing him and going to sleep with him, so they are able to
respect my partner. They won’t say: your girlfriend who you are sleeping with, we are also
sleeping with her. So, you understand, that [is] how this goes.
Nhlaknipho: So, you think [that] if you [would be] involved with a guy, they won’t respect
you?
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Nonhlanhla: Why should I call myself a lesbian and go sleep with a man? So, what [is] the use
of being a lesbian [then]?

(Focus Group Discussion in Daveyton Township, Johannesburg.)

It is evident in the above conversation that Nonhlanhla considers it very important to be accepted
and respected by her local community. This points towards an obvious yet crucial realisation, namely
the fact that earning the community’s respect is generally considered very important to LGBTQI
individuals, especially as they live in local contexts that often tend to lack such respect and
constitutional freedoms are limited, or non-existent for some. Moreover, respectability, in its
nuanced vastness, is a central notion within ubuntu praxis—such as respecting one’s elders, or the
traditional Zulu custom of ukuhlonipha (meaning ‘to show respect’). Dlamini (2001) argues that ‘in
Zulu households, children are brought up with a strong emphasis on ukuhlonipha abadala (respect
for adults) and a non-confrontational way of disagreeing with adults’ (206). To this, Rudwick (2011)
adds that ‘it is therefore unheard of to address an older Zulu male by his first name, for instance,
even if he is a close relative or friend—Ubaba (Father/Elder) is the correct naming’ (101). He further
notes that it is considered ‘equally inappropriate for a young person to look an older person directly
in the eyes whilst speaking’ (ibid). This respect and recognition opens doors to Ubuntu capital for the
LGBTQI community, namely to belong and to be validated. Nonhlanhla, who identifies as bhuti,
refers to the absence of being called stabane. Nonhlanhla has gained recognition in her community
as a bhuti through the labour she has undertaken to claim access to Ubuntu capital. She has done so
despite her queerness, by articulating those slippages of unstable heterosexist ubuntu do, thereby
exposing a contemporary flexible gender matrix (as opposed to biological determinist conceptions of
gender), and rejecting the ‘homosexuality is un-African’ trope.
The hidden transcripts of women in same-sex relationships, expelled by heteropartriachal
Ubuntu, translate into the public transcript of bhuti by undertaking labour—a masculine woman
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performing a township masculinity who is in a ‘heterosexual’ relationship with a woman, resulting in
recognition and respect. In this sense, the hetero contours of Ubuntu are perforated and bent to
include non-heterosexual African women in same-sex relationships. I suggest it is through such
cultural labour that it might become possible for LGBTQI people to lay claim to full citizenship,
drawing upon people’s lived experience of Ubuntu—‘I am because we are.’ Such reformulation of
Ubuntu capital is crucial if LGBTQI people are to be successful in their claim to full membership of
the community, as well as full citizenship. Nohnhlanhla’s example thus demonstrates that narratives
of violence against women engaged in same-sex intimacies—and those whose gender expressions
are masculine in particular—are not exhaustive. Some have successfully gained respect, recognition
and a sense of belonging within their communities through their specific collective cultural labour.
Thereby, they have crafted a new discursive space, namely the possibility to be both African and
homosexual.

6. Intimacy and Relationships
In the previous sections, I have shed light on a very complicated dynamic, namely the fact that the
exclusion of some LGBTQI intimacies—such as bisexual women—might at times be part of the
cultural labour undertaken by others in order to create a space of belonging—a same-sex Africanness. Here, I will shed some light on how black township lesbian subjects negotiate intimacy and
intimate partner relationships, thereby also paying attention to tensions between and amongst
lesbian women.
Indeed, intimate partner relationships are part and parcel of all communities and are
culturally located. Heteropartriachal hegemonies, however, have normalised heterosexual
relationships: the patriarchal nuclear family has become naturalised in contemporary South Africa.
This is propped up by globalised and neoliberal influences for the expansion and maintenance of a
capitalist free market. Same-sex relationships then become a hidden transcript, especially in this
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context, in which the dominant trope affirms homosexuality as ‘un-African.’ This hidden transcript
partly manifests itself in township relationships, such as those of ‘straight women’ who engage in
same-sex intimacies with black lesbian women. The general consensus in the LGBTQI community is
that these women are certainly not bisexual, and hence there is a general air of acceptance. Straight
women then conform to dominant heterosexist expectations (the public transcript), whilst at the
same time being subversive in engaging in same-sex intimacies, as expressed through the hidden
transcript. Some may also interpret this as ‘passing as straight’—a line of enquiry that lies outside
the scope of this discussion, but one that nevertheless deserves acknowledgment. Therefore,
straight women engaged in same-sex intimacies in black South African townships shed some light on
the diverse performances of same-sex subjectivities.
Within the township context of South Africa, I observe the butch/femme dynamic, which is
the common coupling amongst black women in same-sex intimacies. Following everyday resistance
and hidden transcripts, they assert that bhuti deploy a masculine gender.59 The common couple
names mentioned by most research participants were ‘husbian’ and ‘wife.’ Although these terms
appear to cement heterosexual relationships, they are in fact highly destabilising the status quo.
Nonhlanhla (introduced in the conversation above), who has been accepted as a bhuti dating a
woman in her community—Daveyton township—is a good example of how this binary may allow for
a queering of the heterosexual space. In fact, this queering of the heterosexist status quo is enforced
so much so that a bhuti dating another buthi was a no go for some, as exemplified in the
conversation below:

59
I note that wider academia, and North American scholars in particular, have offered varied
positions on the importance of butch and femme categories, including how these categories are subversive
and expose heterosexuality as both performative and normative; have strong erotic stances; are inherently
unstable, conformist; or at times seem to be accommodating conditions of duress (McNaron 1993; Rich 1980;
Smith-Rosenberg 1985).
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Aphiwe: We are women that love each other and that's all, but then the problem is that she
won't want to be with me, even if I'd talk softly and be all girly. Even if I say I love you, she
would say ‘No, you [are] Butch,’ which becomes a worry.
Lindelwa: And [she would] say: ‘I can't love another man.’
Esihle: And [she would] say: ‘I don't sleep with other men.’ [Laughter]
Anathi: Serious! If a butch wants another butch, chances are the other is going to say ‘No I
don't sleep with other men’ and people would even say it out loud: ‘I don't sleep with other
men.’
Phoebe: Oooohh! I don't sleep with other men?
Anathi: Yes! Saying you [are] making me a moffie [gay man], I'm not gay. Whereas you [are]
already part of the LGBTI family.

(Focus Group Discussion in Khyamandi Township, Cape Town.)

For a buthi, being in an intimate relationship with another buthi is equated to being a moffie—a case
of queering up the queer.60 This represents itself as a heterosexist conformist logic, yet it is also a
powerful subversion of normative ideas on gender and sexuality, reflecting a majoritarian politics of
belonging through a hidden transcript of same-sex desire that manifests itself as a public transcript
of a bhuti dating women, and not fellow bhuti, thereby cementing a certain form of
heteronormativity—albeit a queered one.

i.

Marriage

In the previous section, I have addressed the ways in which black lesbian township women
reconstruct heterosexual discourses in ways that subvert as well as queer heteropatriarchy. Here, I

60
Moffie is/was a derogatory term for gay men (feminine homosexual men) in Afrikaans that has
been reclaimed or re-appropriated by the Afrikaners and broader same-sex community, just like the term
queer was in the west during the 1980s.
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would like to expand my analysis of this dynamic, zooming in on the institution of marriage.
Marriage is a normalising institution; worldwide it is a socially recognised mechanism to achieve
belonging and is often perceived as the ultimate public recognition of love between two people.
Thus, globally, struggles for same-sex marriage are the ultimate target for many fighting for LGBTQI
equality. Therefore, marriage was a desire and prospect for some of my research participants, in
addition to the small number of participants who were already married—1% from the questionnaire
data.
From a historical perspective, colonial discourses regulated sexuality by conflating sex for
procreation with sex for pleasure. Marriage was the political institution used to regulate both
reproduction and desire, the latter of which was assumed to be heterosexual. Yet, according to more
traditional African discourses, Ubuntu kinship is a central focus for inter-subjective relations and
fertility is the spiritual nexus between past and future (Mbiti 1969; Thornton 2002). In African
societies, kinship is regulated through marriage, but many cultures support polygamous marriages,
and some cultures accept marriage between partners of the same sex (see Arnfred 2004; Morgan
and Wieringa 2005; Murray & Roscoe 1998). Arnfred (2004) argues that marriage during pre-colonial
times did not prevent people from pursuing their desires outside the possibilities of kinship
relationships, and both women and men had lovers. It was through colonial legislation on sexuality
and the adoption of Christian marriage rituals that heterosexual monogamy gained hegemonic
dominance in Africa.
Marriage was very much part of many participants’ future plans. Customary marriage was
the preferred choice, as opposed to civil union, which was hardly ever spoken of or discussed. For
those participants who were married, the type chosen was customary. This then begs the question,
namely: How do African township lesbians manoeuvre gendered and heterosexist customs, such as
those surrounding customary marriages? What are the hidden transcripts or everyday resistances
employed to manoeuvre gendered traditions like lobola, whilst creating spaces of belonging? The
conversations below taken from the focus group discussions shed some light on these questions:
82

Sesi: I understand what you [are] saying, because before we got married, when I was talking
to my parents, then my father was like: ‘Does Nyakallo [the woman Sesi intended to marry]
have a child?’61 I was like, ‘no.’ [And he asked:] ‘And you also don’t have a child?’ [...] I said
‘Yes, because you know that [I do not have a child].’ And then he was like: ‘So, what about
the grandchildren? I would love to have one.’ And I was like, that one is not a problem, as
much [sic] as we can negotiate lobola, then we can still negotiate the baby thing. So, that’s
how it went. Maybe it’s because my parents understood me better, that’s why we came to
that point that they understood that I am still going to have a baby. Even if it’s going to be a
different one, then they will just going [sic] to be happy that there is going to be a child in the
family that will be said it’s a Sesi’s child. [Sesi identifies as a femme and is married to a bhuti
(Nyakallo), both are from Ratanda Township in Johannesburg.]

In another conversation, Khauhelo from Thembisa Township in Johannesburg related:

Khauhelo: I am in a relationship with somebody, so my family are cool with my sexuality and
whatever. And I have a kid […] [a] 12-year-old, due to whatever that I don’t want to talk
about.62 And then like, my girlfriend was ‘straight’ when I met her and then like she got a
baby boy as well, he is now 8 years [old]. And then my girlfriend's family, they don’t approve
of our relationship. I love her, [but] due to the way her family is treating me I lose my
interest. Why? Because like I keep on loving her and when her family want[s] something from
us they act as if they care and once we give them that something that they want, they are
out of our lives, and when we have problems both families must contribute. My family are
cool, my sisters and brothers they are cool with the way that I am because I grew up the way
61

Having a child adds a whole new dimension to the lobola negotiations—most commonly and locally
referred to in South Africa as ‘paying for damages’ when there is a child prior to the customary marriage.
62
Here Khauhelo is making reference to having been raped (a conversation that came up earlier in
the focus group discussion). She was raped by a family member, which resulted in her pregnancy.
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that I am now. And even[though] whatever that happened for me to have that child, I love
my boy and they are like, my family is very supportive. And then we once had this lobola
negotiation stuff for my girlfriend and stuff, and they turned us down. […] I even bought the
engagement ring and whatever, I engaged her [meaning Khauhelo asked her girlfriend to
marry her, so they are engaged. Khauhelo identifies as bhuti. Her fiancé was a ‘straight’
woman, and hence implied as femme.]

The two excerpts above reflect the dynamics of manoeuvring customary marriage in a heterosexist
terrain. For Sesi a marriage was successfully carried out, whereas for Khauhelo—whose fiancé was
‘straight’ when they started dating—the lobola negotiation process failed to materialise in a
customary marriage. What comes across from these two excerpts are three key issues, namely how
gendered the ilobolo practice is and how central children are to marriage, as well as how important
it is for black township women in same-sex relationships to have allies within the family.
Livermon (2015) notes how explicitly gendered the practice of lobola is: for example, it is the
buthi, whose gender expression is masculine, that pays the bride wealth. This same dynamic is also
expressed by the ‘masculine’ infertile women of the Nuer, whose same-sex marriages were brought
to our attention by Evans-Pritchard (1945). Krige (1974) goes on to describe a more recent womanto-woman marriage tradition amongst the Lovedu/lobedu—one also practiced by their ruler, Queen
Modjaji, who took many wives, thus bolstering the narrative of woman-to-woman marriages in
present day South Africa.63 The payment of lobola has been part of traditional woman-to-woman
marriages (Carrier & Murray 1998; Krige 1974), as well as of same-sex marriages for men working in
the mines (Murray & Roscoe 1998), and amongst lesbian couples in which the masculine-identified
partner will pay lobola to the feminine-identified partner’s family (Baraka and Morgan 2005;
Khumalo and Wieringa 2005). The ilobolo process has a set protocol, involving asking for a blessing
from elders who partake in the negotiations. Yarbrough (2014) argues that the
63

Currently, there is no ruling Rain Queen as the previous Rain Queen died on 12 June 2005
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orthodox ‘affinal’ understandings framing ilobolo as a practice for bringing two extended
families together in marriage are increasingly supplemented by less explicitly recognized
‘conjugal’ understandings framing ilobolo as a practice that helps produce dyadic, intimate,
and even egalitarian marriages uniting two individuals (Yarbrough 2014: 2).

To this, Van Zyl (2015) adds that ‘traditional belief systems are organised around the needs of
communities and structured around kinship and lineage, all of which underlay economic and political
alliances; children bind people into webs of social obligations, stretching from their ancestors into
the future’ (39). This shows the layered aspects of ilobolo, marriage and kinship such as economic,
political alliances with ancestral lineage and children at the helm of it.
This then brings me to the next key theme that emerged, namely the issue of children—the
question of whether the bride-to-be has a child prior to the marriage, as well as how the lesbian
couple will have children. This shows that people’s sexuality as reproduction is inextricably linked to
wider social responsibilities to the community. Indeed, the same link between marriage, family, and
kinship persists in the Global North. However, the emphasis differs because in Africa marriage is for
the family or clan, and less about individual choice (Yarbrough 2013). This entanglement of marriage,
kinship, having children, and ancestry that Van Zyl (2015) highlights in the earlier quotation comes
through in the narratives of Sesi and Khauhelo strongly. However, because same-sex partnerships
are deemed not to be primarily ‘procreative’ units, the bearing of a child becomes a negotiation. A
number of participants in this research favoured IVF and the possibility of adoption, which adds
another dimension to such negotiations—all of which I pay attention to in the next section.
Thirdly, ubuntu praxis is expressed through communal interdependencies—sharing,
reciprocal obligations and responsibilities—which are recognised to circumscribe freedom.
Therefore, in Ubuntu ‘freedom’ is associated with belonging to a community, primarily referenced
through kinship. Because the way ubuntu praxis is currently lived through heterosexism, excluding
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those deemed non-heterosexual, for people in same-sex relationships having allies within the family
becomes very important, which brings me to the third theme: allies. When one has allies, like Sesi
and Nyakallo, the negotiation of heterosexist traditions like customary marriage is most likely to
succeed. This is mostly on account of the cultural labour worked at collectively by both the women
in same-sex relationships and their allies, working towards inclusion, recognition and belonging.
However, with few allies such negotiations are less likely to succeed, as became evident in the story
of Khauhelo, a butch lesbian whose ilobolo negotiations collapsed because the family of her brideto-be refused to welcome Khauhelo as the groom, or marriage partner. Although Khauhelo had allies
in her family, the fact that there were no allies in her fiancée’s family resulted in her ilobolo proposal
being turned down. However, despite this failure Khauhelo still undertakes cultural labour within
ubuntu praxis of kinship, financially supporting her girlfriend’s family.
Despite the heterosexist and homophobic denunciations of traditional leaders, community
members, and some political figures, the above conversations show that black women in same-sex
intimacies (and their allies) are making use of tradition to situate their queerness within established
South African cultural contexts. This is what Livermon (2015) posits as the reconstruction of
traditions in order to create the possibilities of a contemporary, more demonstrative black queer
subjectivity. I read this reconstruction as a form of collective cultural labour to create spaces of
belonging. For some, such as Sesi, such reconstructive cultural labour works, whilst others, like
Khauhelo, faced a homophobic and heterosexist ‘wall.’ This reconstruction then could be read as a
hidden transcript, while simultaneously representing another space in which black township women
in same-sex intimacies are claiming traditional resources as a means through which to seek
inclusion. Having allies, such as siblings or other family members, plays a key role in facilitating these
processes and spaces of inclusion. These allies also undertake cultural labour, and in that process,
create spaces of belonging for black queer subjectivities, honing in on Ubuntu capital. This is by no
means a case of assimilation—referred to by Duggan (2002) as ‘homonormativity.’ Rather, such
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cultural labour exposes the ‘holes’ within what I call Ubuntu heterosexism, simultaneously claiming
and contributing to Ubuntu capital.

ii.

Negotiating the Terrain of Motherhood and Fatherhood

In the previous section, I expanded my analysis by zooming in on the institution of marriage, briefly
touching upon the importance of children to Ubuntu capital. Here, I will expand on how motherhood
and fatherhood are negotiated, as well as how these are constitutive of Ubuntu capital. Although
marriage and having children are closely intertwined—something reflected in the heterosexual
community—they are not necessarily two things that always go together. Having said that,
motherhood and fatherhood were considered very desirable amongst the participants (both within
and outside of marriage), as demonstrated in several excerpts addressed in the previous subsection.
In fact, questionnaire data (n=209) puts participants with children at 22% for both Cape Town and
Johannesburg (see figure 1 below).
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Figure 1: Participants with children including number of children for both Cape Town and
Johannesburg

A significant proportion of the research participants had children. Several participants also indicated
looking after their nieces, nephews, younger siblings or cousins as their primary caregivers. In fact, a
few women and bhuti came to the interviews and focus group discussions with the nieces, nephews,
younger siblings and cousins they were looking after—an example of how heterosexist moralist
arguments of ‘protecting’ children from homosexuality can be contested. This is yet another
example of how black township women in same-sex relationships are creating spaces of belonging
whilst simultaneously resisting the moralist argument that children must be shielded from
homosexuality. I also read this through the framework of ubuntu praxis, quoting one of Gade’s
(2012) interview participants, who expresses: ‘Ubuntu stresses the importance of community,
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solidarity, caring and sharing’ (492). Aspects of these values are embodied in the caregiving roles my
research participants fulfilled for their extended families, thereby undertaking cultural labour within
the framework of ubuntu. On the subject of lesbian motherhood, Matebeni (2011) posits that the
way in which

these women are positioned in society—primarily as mothers in a society the households of
which are predominantly female headed—can be seen as blurring women’s multiple
positions and identities. On the one hand, this renders these women invisible as lesbian
mothers, hiding their sexual identity. On the other hand, it allows them a form of social
acceptance as mothers and as part of the larger community (134).

Hence, motherhood opens up spaces of belonging that could be read as a form of cultural labour for
women in same-sex relationships in the heterosexual township space.
Participants opted for In Vitro Fertilisation (IVF) as the most preferred means of conceiving a
child. The general expectation was that in butch–femme relationships, it was the femme who would
carry the child.64 There were many conversations and creative ways about how their butch partners
could be genetically (in)directly involved in the process of making of the child—for instance by asking
the biological brother of the butch partner to be the sperm donor. Although IVF was financially out
of reach for many, some expressed that they would endeavour to save up for it. In addition to the
desire to have children, this would also provide them with an enhanced social standing with regard
to their extended family and community neighbourhoods, becoming one of the many other female‐
headed families and households. On this subject, Matebeni (2011) notes that such women garner
support from family members, friends and neighbours who know they are lesbian. They are
respected for their social role as mothers and for their participation in community life, which seems

64

In chapter 2 I will address the idea that a bhuti—whose gender expression is masculine—because of
that, reject conception and carrying a child.
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to hold importance over their sexuality. The conversation below draws out some of the abovementioned issues:

Phoebe: So, going back to the family issue […]. Is motherhood important?
Pula: I for one [think that] being a mother is very important, as lately I have been doing
research on invitro [In Vitro Fertilisation, IVF] and how does it work [sic].
Phoebe: So, don’t you want to carry the child?
Pula: I want to carry the child by myself and I think for me it will be very important and I think
it can be a very important and a nice experience that I could say I am very proud to be a
parent and to show the world that I am very proud to be a lesbian mom as well […].
Thlokomelo: Coming to that one, yes, being a mother is very important, as we have been
raising our sisters’ children and our brothers’, [and] it has been a nice experience. Hence,
carrying a child will be a good experience and carrying one will also be very nice and as
yourself knowing that you have helped somebody's child, we have been going around visiting
orphanages and seeing those kids. They are so lovely and you [would] so love having one of
them […].
Nthabiseng [identifying as bhuti]: Family is good, being a father. I also want to be a father
one day on Father’s Day. There comes that time with your partner; who is going to carry [the
child]? If maybe at home, my girlfriend’s home, they won’t understand the way science
works. That a female get the baby or they want her to be penetrated and I don’t want it like
that. It’s where it comes to the situation that I will be happy to be a father in the way that
she gets pregnant but the way she said, but I think there it comes with an agreement
because I would love to have my own baby [and] teach her or him whatever. But it will
depend according to whatever we have like currency, like if we go for invitro [IVF], it will cost
like 30 thousand Rands. How can I [pay for that?] Either then adoption will be the best thing.
I once came to a situation whereby at home they told me that, Ntabiseng, we have accepted
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you as a lesbian. And at home we are all boys from my uncles, so I am the single lady to all
the family. So, they made a meeting and say [sic] okay, we have accepted you as a lesbian,
could you do just one thing for us? Just have a baby. And then [it] comes to the situation that
I have to separate with my family as now [I] am staying around, I am not staying [at] home
because of that. And that is the challenge that I am facing: if I have to stay at home at […]
[my] family, then I have to get pregnant.
Tlotliso: Maybe you can sit them down and tell them that there is science, there is technology
and there is one, two, three, you can still have a baby, but then from my girlfriend. You said
that you understand that I am a lesbian, but this is how I am going to bring the child that you
need. So, your mother wants a grandchild, [and] then that would show that this is
Ntabiseng's child. At the same time your girlfriend will be pregnant and you as the father will
also be happy towards the situation…
Ntabiseng: They want […] [my child], his or her blood… In the family there is this person who
is going to understand you better and that’s my brother, I come after him. I once sat down
with him and talked to him and he said: you know how difficult it was to accept you as you
are, since we are traditional people from KZN [KwaZulu Natal] and how people look at us?
How difficult it is when we have family gatherings and we understand that you are going to
come and acting like a boy? And then if you [are] going to come again with technology […]
and things like that, I think that I am pushing them harder.

[Focus Group Discussion, Ratanda Township, Johannesburg.)

The above conversation demonstrates the significance placed upon motherhood and fatherhood by
several of the participants. It also draws out the tensions between the traditional and the modern in
relation to motherhood and fatherhood, at the core of which lies a sense of belonging. On the one
hand, having a child confers upon some women in same-sex intimacies a legitimate call for
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acceptance—as in the case of Ntabiseng—drawing upon the Ubuntu capital of kinship. Yet,
Ntabiseng, who identifies as bhuti, is unwilling to carry the child herself. On the other hand, the part
played by the male in the traditional conception of a child induces discomfort with some lesbian
women, as in the case of Pula, who prefers IVF, even though it is the more expensive option. IVF and
new reproductive technologies, albeit within globalising frameworks, confer new possibilities for
women in same-sex intimacies who want to become parents. However, are these possibilities
attainable, with the meagre economic resources to which many lesbian women have access?65 In
addition, the above excerpt demonstrates that adoption is another possibility considered by some of
the participants; an approach that poses its own challenges in relation to some matrilineal and
patrilineal traditions. Both these new technologies clash with tradition and expectations of how to
conceive a child. Even allies, such as Ntabiseng’s brother, may find it difficult to accept new
technologies—a difficult dynamic, creating a space of uncertainty.
New reproductive technologies as well as the possibility of adoption could be read as forms
of resistance towards the traditional expectation of the conception and birthing process, resisting
both penetrative conception between a man and a woman and the heteronormative family, as well
as its particular way of raising children—all of which share various entanglements, and, according to
Chin and Mittelman (1997), exist in the ‘context of surveillance structures set up by the dominant
classes […]. [H]idden transcripts record infra-political activities that surreptitiously challenge
economic, status and ideological domination’ (31). With regard to the homo/hetero binary, when
the community lays out such clear boundaries, such as how to have a child, even in spaces where
there is some form of recognition and belonging for women in same-sex intimacies shifting those
rigid heterosexual norms becomes difficult—as articulated by Ntabiseng in relation to new
technologies and reproduction.
The other end of this rigid homo/hetero binary—one that was clearly expressed in
numerous discussions—is that having sex with men in order to conceive may seriously endanger
65

In the last subsection of my data analysis I will come back to black lesbian township women’s
economic situation.
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these women’s lives, given the prevailing climate of homophobia. Therefore, the decision to have a
child extends beyond the individual or couple, necessitating a consideration of the consequences in
relation to the wider community. This then alludes to the rigidity of Ubuntu capital: even though its
contours in some spaces have been stretched to include black women in same-sex relationships
through their individual and collective labour, the inclusive terms remain rigid for women in samesex intimacies.

7. Ikhaya lam: My home, My Community
In the preceding analysis, it has become clear that Ubuntu ‘holds’ this township space together, yet
also fuels certain forms of exclusion, such as those experienced by black lesbians, and women in
general. It is also quite clear that the township privileges a certain kind of sexuality—heterosexuality.
I have argued that this heteropatriarchal character of the township is at least partly informed by
colonial discourses. Here I would like to draw attention to communal dynamics related to the safety
of black lesbian women in their township communities, as well as another facet with colonial
undertones that might be informative of these dynamics, namely religion.
Comaroff and Comaroff (1986) posit how Christian evangelists were intimately involved in
the colonial process in Southern Africa. The Comaroffs re-examine the nature of missionary power to
affect the course of history through a certain kind of power that lies ‘not just in the institutional
domain of politics, but also in domains such as aesthetics and religion, built from bodily
presentation, medical knowledge, and the mundane habits of everyday life’ (Bourdieu 1977: 184).
This mark is still visible in contemporary South Africa, where inter-personal and community
relationships are affected by the pressure to conform to the institution of the nuclear family and the
hierarchies implicit in heteropatriarchy, which, in turn, are internalised. Finley (2011) posits that the
control of sexuality in native communities (and studies) reveals itself as an extension of internalised
colonialism. Hence, current raging tropes on the continent—such as the idea that same-sex
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intimacies are fundamentally ‘un-African’—echo the internalised colonialism that Finely points
towards.66
This is the cross-roads at which I situate the present-day township community. Msibi (2011)
notes that at present, ‘renewed efforts to label same-sex desire as un-African represent a façade
that conceals neoconservatism and a resurgence of patriarchy, coated in the constructs of religion,
nationalism, and law’ (55). These have seeped through social codes and imaginaries, resulting in
heavy surveillance and social policing of whoever is deemed dissident. As briefly touched upon in
one of the preceding focus group conversations, homosexuality is often inscribed within a religious
imaginary, and equated with the possession of demons or snakes—the latter applying mostly to
lesbian women, playing within the biblical metaphors of Adam and Eve, in which Eve is supposedly
seduced by the snake, after which she seduces Adam into sexual intercourse.67 This exudes
undertones of women in same-sex relations as ‘evil’ and snakes, or being in possession of snakes.
This is a dehumanising act against black township women in same-sex relationships that fuels
violence towards them. Indeed, the African continent has had its fair share of ‘invasion’ by western
religion. Even in more recent times, the so-called (mostly American) Evangelists have further driven
the heterosexual agenda, as evidenced in the cultural wars through the promotion of anti-gay laws,
notably in Uganda and Nigeria, but also subtly in Zambia, Kenya and Malawi (see Kaoma 2009;
2012). However, this overtly anti-gay religious discourse is certainly not the same dynamic at play in
the South African context. For South Africa, the religious discourse is much subtler, insidious yet still
central in fixing the dominance of heteropatriarchal discourse.
Christianity and religion hold a central position in the daily lived experiences of black South
African communities. There is no doubt that religious leaders hold a significant position of respect
within township communities, and their preaching seeps into the understanding and governing of

66
The same internalised colonial tropes have disrupted African traditions, such as polygyny, which is
now considered undesirable, ‘un-modern,’ and by extension ‘un-civilised’ by some.
67
Research interlocutors noted that in some communities, it is believed that lesbian women magically
possess snakes, which are then used to penetrate their female partners, a symbolism already touched on in
the section of coming out of this chapter.
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the social domain. This respect for church leaders extends towards the ubuntu praxis of respecting
one’s elders. Furthermore, in the light of high levels of unemployment amongst the youth, high
levels of HIV, and extreme poverty in many households, church spaces provide hope for divine
intervention to address the dire economic and other needs. This makes religion a highly-contested
area and a polarising issue for some. On the one hand, faith (for example, Catholic, Methodist,
Zionist, Pentecostal, or Islam, to mention but a few) provides a sanctuary, a place of solace, hope,
and a sense of community. On the other hand, religious spaces can be judgemental and even incite
hate against homosexual and gender non-conforming people.68 Importantly, not all churches and
religion spew out homophobic slur. There are indeed some churches that are open and welcoming
to people in same-sex relations, a point I examine later on in this section. However, it is important to
acknowledge that churches and religion do play a role in shaping the community’s understanding
and construction of what gender and sexuality are. Gender is generally understood through
biological determinist definitions of male and female, and sexuality through heterosexual prisms.
Indeed, homophobic rhetoric in South Africa hinges on same-sex relationships being ‘unnatural,’ a
notion that directly stems from the bible, as articulated by Hoad (2007). 69
Despite this complicated dynamic, the data from my focus group conversations and in-depth
interviews indicate that the church (the most common one that the participants related to, or
attended, is the Zionist church) plays a central role in the lives of many. This came across as a

68
Importantly, the homosexuality/church debate is a global issue, and not in any way unique to SubSaharan Africa. Mid-February 2017, the Church of England rejected a report suggesting a more welcoming
attitude towards homosexuals in church/the congregation. A recent BBC programme I watched (Mid-February
2017) entitled ‘The Big Question’ touched upon a similar debate: The Big Question is a BBC 1 TV programme
aired every Sunday morning, positing debatable questions on morals, ethics and religion. One of the questions
posed in this episode (February 19, 2017) was whether God sees homosexuality as a sin. There were many
liberal views on the issue, but also some conservative ones: One of the presiding priests on the debate
proclaimed that sex was only supposed to take place within the framework of marriage, for procreation
purposes only, and hence only between a man and woman (See: Rudgard, 2017).
69
For instance, see: ‘Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women
exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations
with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and
received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion’ (Romans 1:26-27).
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dominant narrative in both the interview and focus group discussions.70 In addition to this qualitative
narrative, questionnaire data puts the Christian faith at 27.8% in Cape Town and 41.2% in
Johannesburg, whereas traditional African spirituality was at 1.4% in Cape Town and 9.1% in
Johannesburg. The latest South African census does not provide data on religious affiliation as an
indicator, but one would be inclined to think that the results of the questionnaire data are a
reflection of the larger township community. Whilst a large part of the research participants clearly
considered religion as an integral part of their daily lives and identities, and religion is generally in
entanglement with Ubuntu, both these mechanisms have failed to provide people in same-sex
relationships and gender non-conforming people with the safety net that it should—and perhaps
could—be. The conversation below sheds more light on this:

Dineo: Religion is very important for us all. It’s where it all starts. It starts with [the question]:
do we really believe in GOD [said with emphasis] as lesbians when our community thinks we
are sinners and the devil? […] For me, it’s with us to say we do believe in GOD, there is only
one GOD for us. So, [this is] the way that I believe that religion is important. I could also be
even a pastor. The other pastor, we asked if he can get us married, and he said no, a big NO.
‘I am not going to be a pastor for lesbians’ [he said].

(Participant from Ratanda Focus Group Discussion Johannesburg.)

70

My regular friendly taxi driver, who ferried me back and forth to and in between townships, was a
devout Zionist. We had many a conversation on the Zionist faith and churches. The largest and fastest-growing
of the African independent churches is the Zion Christian Church (ZCC). Its members, estimated to number
between 2 million and 6 million in more than 4,000 parishes, live primarily in urban townships and rural
communities. The church is well known by the abbreviation ZCC. ‘The ZCC was established in 1910 by Engenas
Lekganyane, a farm worker in a rural area that later became Zion City, in the Northern Province. Lekganyane
was educated by Scottish Presbyterian missionaries, and the church reflects some elements of that religion.
The ZCC took its name from Biblical references to the Mount of Zion in Jerusalem, in part inspired by a similar
community in Zion Illinois’ (U.S. Library of Congress, 2016).’
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This conversation addresses the ambivalence of religion: on the one hand, it can be a place of solace,
yet on the other, it is one of the driving forces behind homophobia. I will focus on the latter here
and the former a little later on in the discussion that follows. The drivers of homophobia in South
Africa are vast, vested within regimes of (post) colonialism, heteropatriarchy and racism. In
entanglement with this is religion, as evidenced by Jacob Zuma, who—whilst he was still deputy
president of the ruling African National Congress—declared that same-sex marriage was a ‘disgrace
to the nation and to God’ (Mail&Guardian, 2006). What Zuma’s statement highlights is the fact that
religion is still frequently used to condemn homosexuality—an aspect that is also articulated in the
last quote from the Ratanda focus group discussion (and that was indeed echoed in most focus
group conversations on homophobia). Religion—both Christianity and Islam—has served to deny
and place in question the morality and existence of same-sex relationships. ‘God becomes a perfect
tool to silence indigenous same-sex practices, and, after all, who wants to argue with God?’ (Msibi
2011:68).
With such widespread sentiments of homophobia fuelled by entanglements of religion,
misogyny, and toxic masculinities, this has caused an air of fear among the same-sex community that
resides in townships. Indeed as articulated in the conversation earlier on coming out, religion drives
homophobia, but not in isolation, those who have written eloquently on this (such as Holland-Muter
2012; Gunkel 2010) note other intersectional confluence with regimes of partriachy and racism. It is
therefore the entanglement of all these that drive fear due to the high levels of violence and hate
crimes among black township lesbian women. The articulation of this fear and safety clearly comes
across in a glaring manner in the conversations below:

Naleli: I don’t feel safe in my hood because there is this girl I dated once and then I think they
picked up that we were dating, and she was a butch. Then one night I was walking with my
friend, then this guy is busy saying come, come, come, and I am saying no. And he said: the
reason why is that you are a lesbian, and I will take that lesbianism out of you. He is say[ing:]
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because you are lesbian, I am going to take the lesbianism out of you. That was a threat. So
ever since then, I am kind of scared of walking at night, because I don’t even remember his
face, so it could be anyone, if you know what I mean. So, I portray myself as a straight
person…
Lindelani: I think for me, when we go to those meetings, they always say that those people
who are not safe are masculine. It’s [not only] that everyone that has a pussy is not safe, but
for a lesbian who is more masculine, [she] is more exposed. And people can tell [by] the way
she dresses [and] the way she looks, you know, [that] she is lesbian. Even us in our own
community, we say we are a bunch of lesbians, [yet when] we are chilling by the corner and
we see that she dressed masculine, we will ask if she is lesbian and tomorrow she will be with
her girlfriend, and we will say she is bisexual [meaning there is a significant level of gossip,
both within the LGBTQI community and the wider community]. […] Living in a township, it’s
very small. We know each other as lesbians and stuff like that.

(Focus Group Discussion in Vosloorus Tonwship, Johannesburg.)

And in another conversation:

Ntombizodwa: Okay, I [am] from Katlehong too. I am from a section called extension two,
[and] I have seen and I have heard of hate crimes for [such] a long time that I can’t even say
to you. Either I am safe or I am not around my location at night, because I make sure that I
don’t walk at night, because even during the day sometimes I am scared of even walking,
because some of the things happen during the day, [it is] not every time that they happen at
night, they [also] happen during the day. And the community don’t even say anything, they
can beat you and beat you until you die, and they would say, ‘that guy was doing this and
that,’ [and] that’s all, you see? So, I don’t feel safe to go out at night. I don’t feel safe to go
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out partying unless I am with people who I trust that if I am with this person, even if
something happens, maybe they would try to help. Other than that, I just sit at home or even
if I visit Mthunzi, [when] I see it’s late I no longer go home, I just take a phone and call my
brother, because my brother worries a lot because of the hate crimes [that] have been
happening around [here], so. So, [then] I just call and say I am not coming back home. So yes,
I think we are living in fear, because we can’t do what we like doing, or [the things] we used
to do. So now it’s kind of like difficult, because you have to limit yourselves and I feel like we
are not living our lives to the fullest […].

(Participant from Katlehong Focus Group Discussion Johannesburg.)

To begin with, these conversations speak to the dominant public transcripts that fuel everyday
homophobia. Safety was an ever present and constant worry for black township women in same-sex
intimacies.71 Indeed, many of these women have to be constantly on their guard whilst moving
about in their communities, as participant Ntombizodwa explained. This impacts the everyday—not
being able to ‘live life to the full’—especially in communities where there is little support or few
allies. Undeniably, women in same-sex intimacies whose gender expression is masculine are more at
risk of being targeted by hate crimes and homophobia, because their visible masculinity disrupts the
gender hierarchy by symbolically claiming male privilege (Gontek 2009; Gunkel 2010). Their claim to

71
I constantly worried about the safety of my research participants, wondering whether they got
home safe, especially after evening meetings at a safe-space or focus group discussion. During my fieldwork, to
my knowledge at least 3 black lesbians and 1 gay man were murdered in the townships. There is an established
hate crime rapid response team set up by NGOs and activists lobbying the government—a team constituted of
representatives from LGBTQI related NGOs, such as the Forum for Empowerment of Women (FEW), the Gay
and Lesbian Archive (GALA), and Iranti, to mention but a few. Indeed because of this team, a number of hate
crimes were ‘fast tracked’ through the justice system. The hearing and sentencing related to the murder of
lesbian woman Lihle, for example, took only one year, as opposed to the trial related to the murder of
Banyana Banyana football player and lesbian Eudy Simelane, whose court hearing took over 10 years. There is
a general feeling of impunity in the LGBTQI community about the slow heterosexist justice system. In fact, the
questionnaire data shows low reporting of crimes, as they get little to no support from the local police, in
addition to frequent police violence directed towards LGBTQI people. Experiences of violence also extended to
family members: several women in my focus groups stated that they had been sexually assaulted by a male
family member. Questionnaire data reported sexual violence and forced sex by a known family member at 3%.
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this public transcript often evokes violence. The policing and control of female sexuality through
heteropatriarchal logic drives this harassment, causing women in same-sex intimacies to feel unsafe
in their own communities.
Undoubtedly, violence against lesbians is part of a broader trend of gender‐based violence,
as pointed out by participant Lindelani in the conversation earlier. Even though it may seem difficult
to separate anti‐lesbian violence from broader violence against women, there are differences
between the two. Firstly, violence targeting lesbians does so because of their sexual orientation and
identity. Secondly, lesbians are considered to be transgressing both gender and sex norms by
presenting as bhuti and/or masculine, and for disrupting public transcripts of sexed and gendered
order by presenting as sexually independent of men. Religion plays a key role in fuelling
homophobia, where for instance ‘Sodom and Gomorrah’ is one of the main narratives evoked in
homophobic rhetoric, alongside that of reproduction.72
Secondly, the above conversations also tease out strategies of survival amidst this dominant
public script of homophobia. For instance, Naleli speaks of ‘passing as straight’ as a way of protecting
herself in her township in Vosloorus, whereas Ntombizodwa in Katlehong would rather spend the
night where she is than head back late at night. These are just a few examples of the strategies of
keeping safe, which I read as hidden transcripts of survival in these heterocentric spaces. I see
ubuntu do as a usable praxis in the communal resistance against homophobia. Where the neoliberal
justice system fails, Ubuntu could play a key role, as evidenced by both black queers and their allies,
who have undertaken collective labour to create spaces of belonging—spaces of being African. The
human rights framework centres on individual freedom through rights and responsibilities, whilst
Ubuntu ideology and talk are expressed through communal interdependencies—sharing, reciprocal
obligations and responsibilities—which are recognised to circumscribe freedom. Therefore, in
72
Sodom and Gomorrah are cities mentioned in the Book of Genesis and throughout the Hebrew
Bible, the New Testament, and the deuterocanonical Book of Wisdom, as well as in the Qur'an and hadith. The
old testament story describes how God destroyed the ‘wicked sinners’ of Sodom with fire and brimstone, but
allowed Lot, the city’s one good man, to flee with his family (Leviticus – The Bible). Sodom and Gomorrah have
been used as metaphors for vice and homosexuality. This rhetoric reverberates across the continent (and not
only in South Africa).
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Ubuntu, freedom can be read as, or associated with, belonging to a community, primarily referenced
through kinship. As such, this definition crucially departs from western-centric, neoliberalist and
individualist discourses, and, I suggest, could pose a productive intervention, working towards the
emancipation of LGBTQI people within their own communities through the expansion of, and
tapping into, Ubuntu capital. This I extend to religion: as a concept and practice, although it is not
always the case, religion is meant to be inclusive and to reach out to the vulnerable and
marginalised—a central point in religious praxis. This inclusiveness, of especially queer subjectivities,
that is already playing out on the global front, is also doing so in South African townships.
In my examination of religion and the church earlier, I did, however, note the participants’
‘bitter-sweet’ relationship with the church. On the one hand, there was a desire to be part of the
church—to belong. On the other hand, participants were well aware of, and detested, the
homophobic tropes prevalent in church spaces and their influence on the community at large. For all
intents and purposes, people in same-sex relationships are ‘outsiders’ and have no place in church
communities. However, some churches with liberal leaders have welcomed lesbian and gay
identified people into their congregations. Some of them even award lesbian women the leadership
position of pastor, which I read as a strong act of resistance within the religious domain.

Tebello: When it comes to church, we go to church together and we [are] so loving it.
Everybody is happy and we [are] fine. Church for us is good and the cultural one [meaning
the Zionist church], culture is so good. We also follow our culture and when we got married,
they made their ancestral rituals and blah blah blah because my parents fully understood
and us [meaning: ‘and so did we’]. And also, on her [Tebello’s partner, who identifies as
bhuti] side, they also understood. So, at home they slaughter[ed] a sheep for her, even when
I went to her place, they also slaughtered a sheep for me [rituals that take place during
marriage] so that the ancestors can meet and take us as a one thing. So hence religion is very
important for us, we still follow culture. Even when the other things are happening, we go to
101

the cemetery together. [When] we kneel down to the grandfather [ancestors], we still do it
together. We go to the church together, we go to the club together, [we] go to the ancestors
together.

(Participant from Ratanda focus group discussion, Johannesburg.)

An Interview with Nonhlanhla:
Phoebe: So, are you doing the pastor-ship right now? Are you a junior pastor? How does it
work?
Nonhlanhla: I am a pastor, because I am preaching every Sunday […]. [I]t’s a[n] apostle
church, not Christians, but we still do cultural things. Like other Christians, they don’t believe
that ancestors are there and whatever. But in our church, we do whatever, praise the Lord
and at the same time, we do believe that [the] ancestors are there. I am a pastor, and then
there are I think 3 or 4 pastors and we have got the bishop, the owner of the church […]. I
bring in more lesbians and gays, some of them want to go to church […]. I bring them in and
the church grows […]. In my church [I] am welcome and they understand that [I] am dating
women, so, and they love me because sometimes it’s not about being a pastor, but [about]
being respected […].

(Interview with Nonhlanhla from Daveyton Township, Johannesburg.)
And in another interview with Bokang:

Bokang: I like church, very much! I really like church. And one day, I would like to see myself
as a pastor.
Phoebe: Oh, really?
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Bokang: Yes. I would like to see myself being a pastor. Because I am interested in being in a
relationship or in a friendship with God. To know more about God and all these other beings.
Phoebe: Ok, that’s great! Wow. So, what kind of church do you worship in or do you belong
to?
Bokang: Well, [I] am a Christian.
Phoebe: Ok, and what is the name of your church?
Bokang: It’s a Zion, it’s a tradition, yah, that’s the one I attend.

(Interview with Bokang from Thembisa Township, Johannesburg.)
The above conversations reflect how black township lesbian women navigate the religious and
cultural domains, which at times bleed into one another. While the focus group discussion and
interview with Nonhlanhla draws out the triangulations between traditions and the church/religion,
the two interview participants quoted above both identify as bhuti, and both had been fully
accepted by their churches both as lesbians and as masculine. They had successfully negotiated a
masculine dress code, which was agreed upon by the elders/pastors. This is exceptional, given the
fact that the Zionist Church (ZCC) demands a rigidly gendered dressing protocol. The above three
conversations show a case of opening up conservative religious spaces—the hidden transcript of
carving out their mark in this deeply conservative heteropatriarchal space. Black lesbian women,
through cultural labour, are creating comfortable spaces of belonging by exposing the instability of
these religious heteronormative institutions, and building alliances. These are very important at a
community level, particularly in the fight for recognition and against homophobia, especially
because of the significant influence of the church upon the community and social imaginaries.
Nonhlanhla attaining the position of a pastor, through undertaking cultural labour, translates into a
hidden transcript manifesting itself as a public transcript, henceforth feeding into, and contributing
to, the overall township culture—Ubuntu capital. Such acts speak directly to how black women in
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same-sex relationships are engaging in everyday resistances, creating spaces of belonging through
their undertaking of cultural labour.
In addition, many participants were active members in their communities, engaging in a
number of activities, ranging from LGBTQI activism to community policing networks and cultural
activities, including theatre and poetry. LGBTQI activism was prolific and admirable in rather difficult
circumstances in the form of scarce financial resources and the rampant homophobia. LGBTQI
activism included, but was not limited to, sensitisation around sexual diversity and hate crimes,
human rights, and sexual health issues concerning women in same-sex intimacies, to mention but a
few. Such activism existed across the board, from big community halls mobilising crowds to small
individual input. For example, Bokang and Ntsoaki from Phomolong Township, who both identified
as bhuti and preferred wearing masculine clothing, protested against the imposed female uniform
(dress or skirt) code. Both were quite popular in their high school and managed to raise a couple of
hundred supportive signatures that they petitioned to their principal, who became sympathetic to
their cause, overhauling the dress or skirt rule to pants for the two. Art was also frequently engaged
with as a form of activism—such as African storytelling, and poetry on lesbian hate crimes—as well
as an outlet, an expression based on the dire conditions in relation to poverty, violence and
homophobia. All of the above stands testimony to the collective labour that lesbian women are
undertaking in order to gain recognition and belonging as valued members of their communities and
as South African citizens.
I also connect this to what McBride (2005) dubs ‘institution building work,’ which I read as a
form of collective labour. This follows through to other spaces, such as the ‘safe-space’ meetings in
townships initiated by LGBTQI NGOs; older lesbians opening up their homes to younger lesbians
(especially those who have been banished from their homes upon coming out or being outed);
taverns where lesbian women can hang out by themselves (such as DEZ in Guguletu, which is
considered a lesbian bar); LGBTQI prides in townships; and queer picnics and barbeques. For
McBride, these spaces are formed outside of the dominant, white supremacist, heterosexist and
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homophobic logic; they are comfort zones where LGBTQI people can ‘get away from it all’ and just
be themselves. Indeed, not all townships exhibit violence towards black lesbian women participants,
noting that, for instance, both Mbekweni and Khayamandi were relatively safe, despite being
subjected to heavy stereotyping.

8. The (Differentiated) Citizen
The above sections have interrogated at length how black township women in same-sex
relationships navigate a nationalist terrain that is predominantly heterosexual. Here I would like to
focus in more detail on black lesbian township women’s exclusion from economic domains, such as
the job market, highlighting how cultural anxieties lead to structural inequalities.
The introductory chapter sets out the context for this endeavour, highlighting the economic
and social challenges faced by the born free generation through intersectional prisms. With high
levels of unemployment amongst the youth, and challenges such as the astronomical prevalence of
HIV infection amongst young girls, what can this tell us about citizenship and access to
opportunities? Those who fall outside the dominant hegemonic categories of gender, race, class and
ethnicity occupy a precarious position, as male, white and middle class individuals are deemed most
worthy of rights and full citizenship. This holds true despite South Africa having the most progressive
constitution in the world. Yet, Metz (2011) argues:

Although the word ubuntu does not feature explicitly in the Constitution that was ultimately
adopted in South Africa, my claim is that a philosophical interpretation of values commonly
associated with with ubuntu can entail and plausibly explain this document’s construal of
human rights (Metz 2011: 534).73

73
It is worth noting that ubuntu made it into the South African Interim Constitution of 1993. Gade (2012) notes
how it was ‘agreed that in order to address the divisions and strife of the apartheid era in South Africa, “there
is a need for understanding but for vengeance, a need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu
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Metz’s suggestion therefore places both ubuntu and human rights in the same frame. However, both
the introductory chapter of this thesis and the discussions preceding this subsection point out the
vast disconnect between the Constitution as well as ubuntu on the one hand, and the lived realities
of black township lesbian women on the other. The public transcript shows a discordancy: although
full civic rights should be granted to all people in same-sex relationships based on the progressive
South African Constitution, the prevailing fiction that homosexuality is ‘un-African’ places black
people in same-sex relationships outside of African-ness.
From an intersectional analysis, black people in same-sex relationships, specifically females,
hold the most precarious position of all, disproportionally affected by violence, homophobia,
dominant heterosexist logic, and high levels of unemployment. This implies full citizenry remains
elusive to these women, making access to basic needs, like food, a real challenge. Questionnaire
data (n=209) revealed unemployment amongst the participants running at 51%. This is especially
true for bhuti with a masculine gendered expression: the expectation in some work spaces was for
them to wear a dress and to behave in a feminine manner. Intersectional power dynamics play a role
in such systemic inequalities, being a mixture of the apartheid and post-apartheid era, neoliberalism
and globalisation. The conversation below pulls out the lived experiences of women in same-sex
intimacies through intersectional prisms.

Anathi: People are working in retail; some in fashion retail stores; some have […] grade 12
certificates.
Aphiwe: I guess it depends on your persona. So, if you think you can take it, or if you are
quickly frustrated, you won’t make it, because you have to work [...] You have to...
Anathi: The system is rough, you have to push very hard to get anywhere, you have to push
hard to get a sustainable job. Imagine you didn’t have money to go to high school, besides
but not for victimisation”’ (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, act 200 of 1993: Epilogue after Section
251, quoted Gade 2012: 485).
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the fact that you are a lesbian, you didn’t have money to go to college, how else are you
going [to get a job]? [...] The best thing is to look for a government job.
Aphiwe: Which is being a police [officer], a prison warder or…
Anathi: [Being a] prison warden [warder]or in admin, [and] even there it goes with your luck.
It can also go with who you slept with, it can also go with who you know inside, who your
parents know. [That is] exactly [how] the employment system here in South Africa [works]
right now.
Aphiwe: You have to know someone.
Phoebe: To get somewhere.
Anathi: To get somewhere, it is very hard, [especially] if you are not an individual who can
express [themselves well]. Another problem with our people is expressing themselves, not
necessarily because they don’t know the language—mostly in any employment situation you
have to use English—sometime it’s not like people don’t know how to express themselves,
[but] they have this expression problem with talking with the employer or explaining the kind
of work that they did and explain that this is how they did their work. So people, they give up
very easily. They would rather be a packer at Shoprite or work at Edgars you know, go to
Spar, all these jobs that [...] [are not] skilled jobs. And some people are dropouts, university
dropouts, due to financial reasons, or a person would think that education is a waste of time
for me [...]. The system is very rough [especially for college dropouts], it’s not the same. If you
[are] black, you [are not] going to get the job.
Aphiwe: Yes, no EE [employment equity], no AA [Affirmative Action].
Anathi: I have a friend who stayed [unemployed for] five years. She has a UWC [University of
Western Cape] [qualification], not [a] diploma, [but] a degree. She has a degree in research
and she stayed for five years without a job, and now she is a teacher. She didn’t study
teaching. And then we have the credit bureau. You don’t get a job because you are on credit
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bureau [meaning, you are registered there], because you made—maybe when you were in
college or university life—you [have] open[ed] accounts.
Aphiwe: Because you wanted clothes.
Anathi: Yes, you wanted clothes.
Phoebe: And you didn’t pay them off?
Anathi: And you didn’t pay them off. [And] then you don’t get a job.
Phoebe: Bloody hell.
Aphiwe: And on top of that you are a lesbian, specifically [a] butch lesbian, if you are looking
[for an] assistant job. And now you [are] going to be wearing your men's [clothes] and they
are looking for a cashier. [Then] you are not going to get a cashier job, unless they want a
male cashier. And when they want a male cashier, you are not going to get a job either,
because you are a female. And you [are] definitely not getting a job at Foschini [retail fashion
house] because you are butch, and you [are] not getting a job at Milady's [retail fashion
house] because they would say on the advert ‘we look for a female.’ And now when they see
you, [they will say] you are dressed in men's clothes and it’s a female space there at Milady's,
[so] you have to know women's clothes. Even if you [do] know women's clothes, they don’t
know that, you know, because you are dressed like that. You are supposed to be dressed in
high heels and they [are] going to give you a black dress. You [are] not getting that job. And
you might get that job if you find a person that liked you, [then] you will get a job at the
back, at the receiving bay, and that would mean you are carrying boxes like a man, because
you dress like one, and not all of us butch lesbians can carry boxes and push trolleys at the
back, so you really need your school.

(Focus Group Discussion with Research Assistants in Cape Town.)

108

The above discussion clearly articulates the precarious situation of black township lesbians with
regard to belonging and participating—as citizens—in the Republic of South Africa. The conversation
expresses some of the challenges these women face when it comes to accessing work or job
opportunities. The first and most prominent challenges are enduring school and acquiring skills,
which may be hindered by lack of finance, leading to dropouts, as suggested by Anathi. The
township is indeed a space of socio-economic inequality and henceforth school dropouts are high
due to the lack of economic means to continue. This results in a lack of skills (qualifications) and
language (English), leading to an increased likelihood of ending up in precarious unskilled jobs—if
one is lucky. Secondly, the networks required to gain access to the job market—‘who you know
inside’ or ’who your parents know’—remain of paramount importance. Furthermore, this dynamic
can be exploited by those in power—‘who you slept with’—pointing towards gendered power
dynamics. Thirdly, the issue of debt—being unable to pay off school loans or accounts—is reflected
in the example of Anathi’s friend with a university degree, who still could not access the job she
qualified for because of this. Finally, the expected performance of normative gender plays an
important role, leading to an even more precarious position on the job market for buthi. This
analysis reveals how the intersections of class, sexuality and gender play out to place black township
women in same-sex relationships at the fringes of economic access.
The state fails miserably in providing full participation and access to economic and other
opportunities, which remain meagre for women in same-sex intimacies. As discussed at length in the
preceding chapter, the invisible institutions of power—which hooks (2013) refers to as ‘imperialist
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ and, I add, as heteronormative—that are constitutive of
each other place women in same-sex relationships at the margins, left to fend for themselves. This is
what Anathi describes as ‘the system being rough.’ It is even harder for bhuti, who destabilise the
gender order, making even the few jobs that are available hard to access. The state-citizen
relationship in these instances is very loose, barely non-existent. The recognition and belonging that
is cemented in the Constitution, laws and policies, then remain in the realm of the theoretical—in
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stark contrast with lived experience. With such dire conditions, life is really difficult for some women
in same-sex intimacies—not knowing where food for the next day is going to come from, or how to
get transport from one place to another, or money to purchase airtime (telephone credit) to
communicate.
However, through their own networks, as detailed in above sections of this chapter,
alternative support systems have been established to get through life on a day to day basis. The
sense of community I got from the girls was the quintessence of ‘I am because we are’—the basis of
ubuntu; perhaps a queered ubuntu do. The supportive nature of this sense of community and
belonging is both emotional and material in nature—helping each other out with transport money to
take a taxi to go for an interview or to buy airtime (telephone credit) to make phone calls about job
inquiries, finding accommodation for those who have nowhere to stay, etc. These actions may be
largely invisible, yet they work within the Ubuntu framework to support and shoulder one another.
In this case, ubuntu do is working within the frameworks of everyday resistance—it is a set of hidden
transcripts that counter structural discrimination and inequalities. The LGBTQI NGOs are also sharing
some of the burden by mentoring and linking up women in same-sex relations to possible
opportunities including assistance with things such as how to compile a resume, as well as
advocating for recognition through the human-rights framework. As Wilson (2009) suggests, human
rights here function as a means to ‘purchase’ power. I am inclined to agree with Wilson, who
contends that sexual citizenship is interesting because it did, and still does, purchase power within a
liberal democratic tradition. Human rights discourse is interesting for similar reasons. Although
human rights do not form part of daily lived experience, this discourse may be a valuable resource in
certain instances, such as in the context of LGBTQI NGOs in South Africa, which are firmly rooted
within neoliberal discourse. Here, human rights have a form of ‘purchasing’ power, as referred to by
Wilson. In addressing citizenship and rights, I am cautious and mindful of the fact that feminist
theorists have pointed out that the formal inclusion of subjects into citizenship does not necessarily
deliver substantive citizenship, or social justice (Gouws 2005).
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In this sense, Ubuntu and the human rights framework work alongside each other, as forms
of collective labour that bring about recognition and access to opportunities, such as jobs. Especially
when one takes note of Metz’s (2011) argument, highlighting the ‘assertion made by the South
African Constitutional Court that ubuntu is the “underlying motif of the Bill of Rights” and on similar
claims made by some of the Court’s members’ (534). Furthermore, Metz articulates how the
conception of human dignity is grounded in ubuntu as a moral theory as much as it is rooted in
human rights discourse via the South African Bill of Rights. Human dignity calls for being productive
citizens—such as having food on the table, productive jobs, and being able to care and provide for
loved ones, to mention but a few—placing both Ubuntu capital and human rights in a
complementary relationship.

9. Conclusion
Although South Africa has one of the most progressive constitutions in the world with a same-sex
sexuality clause embedded in the Bill of Rights, this chapter has highlighted the fact that black
township women in same-sex relationships and intimacies are often far from accessing these
liberties. What I found intriguing was, on the one hand, the celebration of diversity in South Africa
townships, and the prevailing of the single narrative of sexuality as being predominantly
heterosexual on the other. Hence, the dominant trope that same-sex intimacies are ‘un-African’
prevails. It is a single narrative of sexuality, and a fictitious monolithising of sexuality, as my research
data clearly demonstrates. This highlights how the discord between the progressive national
Constitution and laws, and the everyday experiences of the community with regard to same-sex
relationships plays out in the contemporary sexual politics of South Africa.
This single heterosexual narrative is historically contextualised and located, through what
Kwame Appiah (1992) alludes to as clearing the discursive space. This is necessary to identify
underlying assumptions in order to reconstruct a narrative that deconstructs heteropatriarchal
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discourses and thus questions these assumptions (Smith 1999). This chapter (and wider thesis) aims
at producing knowledge within decolonial prisms, thereby contributing to what decolonial scholars
refer to as the democratisation of knowledge—producing ecologies of knowledge that are part of
transcending colonial and postcolonial misrepresentations of African sexuality. In order to clear this
discursive space, I argued that the hetero/homo binary and the privileging of heteropatriarchy was
endorsed by religion, all of which are entangled with Ubuntu, which also plays within heterosexist
frames, placing black township people in same-sex relationships outside of African-ness.
For the reconstruction of the sexuality narrative, I was guided by Scott’s (1990) framework
of infra-politics, examining the everyday resistances of black township women in same-sex
relationships. In line with Scott (1990) and Kelly (1994), I was interested in how black township
women in same-sex relationships negotiate their everyday lives in the predominantly heterosexual
space of the township, Ubuntu, African traditions, the workplace, and the community. This is how I
read the expression and identity of women in same-sex relationships—as everyday resistance
against the prevailing hegemonies that place them and their sexuality outside of African-ness. These
everyday resistances were presented through individual, communal, national, and cultural prisms,
looking at how these are shaped in the context of intimate partner relationships, kinship such as
marriage including the negotiation of traditions such as ilobolo as well as motherhood and
fatherhood, and the wider community where they have managed to seek inclusion and gain
recognition in spaces that usually exclude them such as churches. I have also pointed out that these
women create spaces of belonging in the very spaces that expel them through undertaking what I
call cultural labour. I read belonging through the concept of Ubuntu capital, according to which the
‘assertion that “a person is a person” is a call to develop one’s (moral) personhood, a prescription to
acquire ubuntu […] to exhibit humanness’ (Metz 2011: 537). Combined and in simultaneity, these
resistances and strategies of belonging take place at an individual, community and national level. I
also highlighted the contradictions within the LGBTI community existence such as the stigmatisation
of bisexual women in addition to foregrounding the high levels of heterosexism and homophobia
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that drive the feeling of being unsafe in some of the township communities these women reside. All
this contributes to pluriversal horizons of knowledge on same-sex sexuality in South Africa (Mignolo
and Wannamaker 2015).
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CHAPTER 2
South Africa’s Female Masculinities—Bhuti

‘The imposition of the European state system, with its attendant legal and bureaucratic machinery, is
the most enduring legacy of European colonial rule in Africa … The transformation of state power to
male-gender power was accomplished in one level of exclusion of women from state structures’
(Oyewumi 1997: 123)

114

1. Background and Introduction
In the previous chapter, I centred the meanings and experiences of citizenship in the context of black
township women in same-sex relationships by exploring their individual, communal, and national
identities, demonstrating how they resist whilst simultaneously creating alternative spaces of
belonging. This I set against the backdrop of township spaces, which have come to be shaped as
predominantly heterosexual—a narrative that is played out through the dominant rhetoric that
homosexuality is ‘un-African.’ Thus, the everyday lives of these women take place within a heavily
heterosexist space, resulting in experiences of everyday heterosexism. This then becomes the stage
upon which masculinities and femininities are performed—narratives that this chapter aims to
centre and disentangle. Given that the concept of gender is not simply reducible to biological sex
(Butler 1999), how then are the female masculinities discussed here produced? Through what
practices, technologies, and ideologies does a masculine subject become intelligible? How are
female masculinities and heterosexual masculinities produced within the same discursive
framework? The foregoing represent the central lines of inquiry that underpin the sub-question of
how expressions of gender are produced in the context of black township female same-sex
sexualities.
In order to frame contemporary expressions of South African masculinities, I will begin with
a short (yet vivid) memory from the start of my research in South Africa. When I left to commence
fieldwork in South Africa in December 2013, it was shortly after the death of Nelson Rolihlahla
Mandela—a man hailed by many as a hero and, I argue, a key masculine figure in the fight against
apartheid in South Africa. It was about the same time that ‘The Long Walk to Freedom’ was playing
in South African cinemas—a film based on Mandela’s biography. The country was still in mourning
for the loss of a father figure (Tata); a freedom fighter; a president; and a leader of reconciliation, all
of which can be read as repertoires of masculinity.74 Within these differing roles, Mandela
‘performed’ various masculinities during the course of his life.
74

Tata means father (or a father figure) in many Bantu languages, such as isiXhosa and isiZulu.
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In his work, Raymond Suttner (2014) emphasizes the plural nature of Mandela’s masculinity,
brought forth by constantly changing conditions: during his lifetime, Mandela was a young cattle
herder; a handsome and physically fit city slicker; a dramatic courtroom lawyer who defiantly
defended his beliefs in court; a militant leader; a dignified and resolute prisoner; and an inclusive
president.75 In this way, and through gendered prisms, Suttner hermeneutically and chronologically
charts the evolution of Mandela’s masculinity. Suttner notes that in Mandela’s early life, his
socialisation into manhood was embodied in the gendered division of labour, in which masculine
strength was stressed. This discourse includes warrior-type influences, followed by his transition into
manhood, when he experienced an initiation and circumcision at the age of 16 and ‘became a man.’
In the 1940s Mandela moved to Witwatersrand, where he was taken under the wing of Walter Sisulu
within the African National Congress (ANC).76 Mandela eventually became party leader in the 1950s,
marking a pivotal moment in his journey from freedom fighter, father and husband—a successful
lawyer, boxer and founder of the MK—to a prisoner and, finally, a peace mediator, president, and
reconciler.77 Suttner clearly indicates that the plurality of Mandela’s masculinity led him to be a
man—albeit one that has his flaws—who was generally perceived as a hero by many South Africans.
Noting that South African township butch lesbians obviously occupy a different position than
Mandela, the preceding is intended to highlight the developments in the trajectory of Mandela’s
masculinities, in the same way the trajectories of female masculinities are developed in this chapter.
All three post-apartheid South African leaders—Mandela, Mbeki and Zuma—can be said to
have performed certain kinds of masculinities (albeit differently located from township
masculinities)—occupying certain masculine space of traditional masculinities—and thus emulating
and articulating a sex/gender/sexuality system that privileges masculinity and glorifies
75
South Africa has a number of different ethnic groups/tribes. Mandela (also known as Madiba) was from the
isiXhosa-speaking Thembu tribe. In rural and traditional Xhosa settings—as well as in many other African
traditional settings—cattle are a sign of wealth.
76
The ANC is the current ruling social democratic political party for the (post-apartheid) Republic of South
Africa. Its predecessor—the South African Native National Congress, which later evolved into the ANC—was
founded on 8 January 1912 in Bloemfontein to increase the rights of the black South African population.
77
MK stands for Umkhonto wa Sizwe (Zulu for ‘Spear of the Nation’)—the military wing of the ANC that was cofounded by Mandela in the wake of the Sharpville massacre in 1961.
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heterosexuality.78 The articulation of this system cannot be separated from the specific national and
regional histories of South Africa, making it necessary to take a closer look at how these narratives of
male power have evolved over time. Colonial rule and capitalism, for example, have not only
significantly altered the available paths to manhood in South Africa, but have also reworked the
meanings and practices of pre-colonial masculinities and femininities. This is exemplified in what
Lugones (2007) denotes as “the modern/colonial gender system” which falls within the larger
‘colonial matrix of power’ that Mignolo and Wannamaker (2015) foreground, as articulated in the
introductory chapter. Lugones (2007) hence recommends that ‘[u]derstanding the place of gender in
precolonial societies is also essential to understanding the extent and importance of the gender
system in disintegrating communal relations, egalitarian relations, ritual thinking, collective decision
making and authority, and economies’ (202). On this both Oyewumi (1997) and Amadiume (1987)
have layed out pre-colonial scenarios where gender was not an organising principle, but rather a
complex matrix of gender(s) where women were not necessarily in subjugated positions and were
part of the economic and governing structures.
As articulated in the preceding chapters, early colonisers used religion to control African
bodies and sexualities via enforced heterosexuality. Hunter (2005) notes how more recently, the
brutal apartheid regime legalised racial segregation and gained legitimacy by affirming gender
rigidity, as well as driving the expansion of the mining industries, which have greatly elevated male
financial control (however meagre). These regimes have thus played a significant role in the shaping
of a heteronormative and male-privileged society. Race, class, ethnicity, religion, and other
intersecting markers form complex matrices that allow for a variety of masculinities to exist by
stratifying privilege and citizenry for those who embody masculinity across different locales.

78

Gayle Rubin (1975) introduced the sex/gender system, providing the following definition: ‘As a preliminary
definition, a "sex/gender system" is the set of arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality
into products of human activity, and in which these transformed sexual needs are satisfied’ (p. 159). She
contends that every society has such a sex/gender system—‘a set of arrangements by which the biological raw
material of human sex and procreation is shaped by human, social intervention and satisfied in a conventional
manner, no matter how bizarre some of the conventions may be’ (ibid.: 165).
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Therefore the current expression of masculinities in South Africa, have to be understood within the
dimension that Lugones (2007) deploys as “the modern/colonial gender system” which have been
gravely influenced by globalisation, colonialism and by extension, apartheid.
A key emphasis here is the plurality and fluidity of masculinities, read through the prisms of
the sex/gender/sexuality system. I centre and unpack expressions of butchness, or female
masculinity, which historically was, and continues to be, both visible and celebrated amongst the
lesbian and bisexual community, and was expressed by 65% of the interview participants.79 The
butch role can be ‘most usefully understood as a category of lesbian gender that is constituted
through the deployment and manipulation of masculine gender codes and symbols’ (Rubin 1992:
467). This then makes both butchness and masculinity performative roles, made up of codes and
symbols that are potentially available to anyone, regardless of biological sex (Butler 1990;
Halberstam 1997; Halberstam 1998). Butchness hence characterises the ways in which butch
lesbians regulate their appearance and shape their social interactions along masculine transcripts in
their specific locales. Following Amanda Lock Swarr (2009), I argue that the self-definitions of butch
township lesbians must be understood in specific relation to male, heterosexual, township
masculinity. Township lesbians utilise masculinity in the same way as male bodied subjects. I should
make it clear here that I do not argue that heterosexual masculinity nor male bodied subjects are the
starting point of lesbian female masculinity, but rather that both groups draw upon, and share,
similar ‘symbolic resources,’ ‘technologies,’ and strategies with which to negotiate masculinity in
their everyday lives in order to ‘accomplish masculinity’ (Ochoa 2014:5). Butch lesbians occupy a
masculine space in South African townships – albeit one that is highly contested by the heterosexual
majority.
According to Swarr (2012), black heterosexual township men have refigured their
conceptions and performances of masculinity, informed by articulations of apartheid, racism and
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From the interview cohort of 32 participants, 65% identified as butch; 19% as femme; and 16% as futch
and/or androgynous. There were equally as many participants in the focus group discussions who identified as
butch, which turned out to be a dominant identification amongst the majority of the research participants.
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violence. Moreover, masculinities are usually understood as being composed of particular
appearances, traits and behaviours that are socio-culturally agreed upon as associated with malebodied subjects. However, masculinities are certainly not fixed, trans-historical, or biological.
Moreover, the pluralising of masculinity denotes both the multiplicity of their expression, and their
discord. These qualities, histories, and locations set the context for black township lesbian
masculinities. In their struggle for recognition, South African female masculinities challenge how
black subjectivity in postcolonial contemporary South Africa is imagined and performed as
heteronormative in the public sphere. South African female masculinities therefore actively
challenge how certain bodies are imagined and marked as constitutive of blackness, particularly in a
context in which ‘authentic’ blackness is deemed heterosexual, thus framing the prevailing
sex/gender/sexuality system via narratives of biological determinism. Quoting Judith Roof, Ciasullo
(2001) declares that

admitting the possibility that a woman can be a man, that the traits attributed to masculinity
are not exclusively masculine, and perceiving lesbians as masculine reveals the threat to
masculine supremacy and to a heterosexual system lesbians potentially pose. The butch has
the capacity to disrupt the notion that masculinity is an inherently male attribute (Roof
quoted Ciasullo 2001: 604).

Therefore, I argue that butch township lesbians are not simply mimicking township men and male
masculinities. Rather, both draw upon similar (masculine) symbolic resources, technologies and
codes in order to (re)produce and perform masculinity. Butch lesbians strategically assert their
agency, claim masculinity, and declare their desire to have relationships with other women. Hence,
they contribute to what I refer to as masculine capital; I work with Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic
capital, to which I will return in more detail in the theoretical framework outlined below.
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When a decolonial analysis of revealing underlying assumptions (Smith 1999) is added to
this, township butch lesbians expose the singular narrative of the gender binary in this context, one
that dictates that only men should produce masculinities. And this way, through their performance
of masculinity and accrual to masculine capital, change the ‘terms of the conversations’ (Mignolo
and Wannamaker 2015) that prescribe which bodies should produce masculinities and feminities
bringing to light a complex gender system. In the same vein, I read Graeme Reid’s (2005)
ethnography on the marking of gendered identities amongst gay men – who refer to themselves as
‘ladies’ and ‘gents’ in small town called Ermelo, Mpumalanga as another illustration of this complex
gender matrix. Reid demonstrates what it means to be a ‘gent’ or a ‘lady’ among gay men where
ideas about gender were developed in everyday practices as well as through ritual performances
such as an engagement. He articulates how ‘for ‘ladies’ and ‘gents’ in Ermelo, sexual difference is not
determined by who you are but by what you do’ and therefore ‘a ‘lady’ is a lady, not because of
biological signifiers, but because of everyday social practices and performances’ (218). And ‘similarly,
a ‘gent’ is a gent based on a set of social relationships and practices, and not because of a fixed
biological essence’ (ibid). By undertaking cultural labour, these performances of masculinity and
femininity therefore contribute the masculine and feminine capital.
In the preceding chapter, I introduced the notion of cultural labour. Butch lesbians
undertake cultural labour in order to appropriate masculine capital.80 The key emphasis here is on
claiming resources and seeking inclusion in communal and masculine narratives. I explore in greater
detail exactly how South African female masculinities are appropriated and performed in postapartheid South African townships, focusing, not only on the resources and capital that butch
identified lesbians create, but also on the labour they undertake whilst continuously challenging
their exclusion from forms of black cultural belonging. The chapter also presents how this ‘labour is a
form of creative vernacular expression’ (Livermon 2012: 304)—one that creates a space in which
80
I would like to emphasise here that is it not only butch lesbians who undertake masculine cultural labour. If
we are to go by Connell’s (See Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) notion of hegemonic masculinity, even malebodied subjects undertake cultural labour to seek inclusion in the various matrices of sexuality, class, race,
ethnicity, religion, etc.
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South African female masculinities belong and become articulated as an investment in the
cultivation of social and cultural capital in the communities they inhabit. I concur with Swarr (2012),
who contends that ‘the masculinities that lesbians embody and engender are specifically South
African: they are not simply female but intertwined with articulations of butchness and masculinity
corporeality’ (972). In a South African context, the term female masculinities can refer to being
butch, stud, dyke, boi, soft butch, stone butch, and even transgender identifications, all of which
coalesce into fluid, multiple masculinities that are performed by both butch and male subjects alike
(Matebeni 2011). I will refer to them collectively by using one of the local terminologies: bhuti albeit
being conscious of the fluidity and pluralities in expression that go along with the various labels of
butch, stud, stone butch, dyke, soft butch or boi.81 Although the general discourse in South Africa
reflects a lack of recognition and belonging of female masculinities in the masculine realm,
narratives here will show that bhuti work towards the accrual of masculine capital that is
(re)produced from childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood—including intimate
relationships.82
In this chapter, I respond to the fundamental question of how black township women in
same-sex relationships construct their sexuality by first responding to an important sub-question:
How are expressions of gender produced in this same-sex context? In order to respond to this
question, I start of by sketching out some of the main resonant concepts that emerge in relation to
South African female masculinities. To that end, I centre masculine capital as the framework upon
which the accrual of various masculine codes that are culturally and historically located takes place. I
work not only with Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital, but also seek to understand how other
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Ubhuti (pl. oobhuti/abobhuti) is isiXhosa and isiZulu for ‘brother.’ Notably, it takes on various meanings
depending on context, such as rites of passage for Zulu and Xhosa men. However, from the focus group
discussions and in-depth interviews conducted, this seemed a common term to refer to a butch lesbian. Hence I
have chosen to work with bhuti as a local label, as opposed to butch (stud, stone butch, soft butch etc), which
are travelling term from the west. I also perceive ubuthi within an Ubuntu framework—that sense of
brotherhood, a community, an element of oneness, looking out for each other, taking care of each other, and
‘watching each other’s back’—something that came across strongly from my participants and has been
previously highlighted in chapter 1.
82
In this thesis, linguistically, I interchangeably work with both butch lesbian and bhuti.
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scholars who address hegemonic masculinities have developed this notion. I then take the argument
a step further by linking masculine capital to the notion of cultural labour. Then, looking towards
history, I acknowledge and identify past African female masculinities and explore how these have
contributed to contemporary notions of masculine capital. Having established a framework via
which to understand contemporary expressions of female masculinity, I then dive into my data
analysis by bringing to light key themes of masculine codes deployed by bhuti, demonstrating how
these accrue masculine capital, whilst always remaining mindful of the fluidity of these masculinities.
In order to explicate this project of mindfulness, I highlight the trajectories that African female
masculinities follow from childhood to the present, drawing upon daily lived experiences and the
ways in which these women negotiate their existence in different raced and classed locales.

2. Theoretical Framework
i.

Capital, Labour, and Masculinities

In my deployment of Bourdieu’s concept of capital, I draw heavily upon Tony Coles (2009), who
presents a compelling argument that ‘marries’ Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, capital and field to the
concept of hegemonic masculinity (see Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). However, I move a step
further by linking the above to the notion of cultural labour as introduced and worked through in the
preceding chapter. I am attracted to the notion of capital because it highlights the paradigm that
frames masculinity as a field—one that is articulated and made intelligible by those who perform it.
For the concept of the field, I also draw upon Bourdieu, yet remaining critically conscious of others
who have interpreted ‘field’ as a metaphor for domains of social life (cf. Coles 2009; Smith 2001;
Swartz 1997). Expanding the spatial metaphor of ‘field,’ David Swartz (1997) suggests that

although the spatial metaphor of field implies boundaries and limits, Bourdieu argues
against such limitations and instead focuses on fields as relational and elastic, to be defined
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using the broadest possible range of factors, including those overlapping with other fields,
that influence and shape behaviour (Swartz 1997 quoted Coles 2009: 35).

Cole (2009) adds:

Fields shape the structure of the social setting in which habitus operates and include social
institutions such as law and education. However, they are not to be conflated with
institutions: ‘fields may be inter- or intra-institutional in scope; they can span institutions,
which may represent positions within fields (Coles 2009: 35).

The field of concern here is that of black township masculinities. Exploring the historical,
geographical, and cultural specificities of what it means to be a man in a particular context, scholarly
discussions of varied male masculinities have widely assumed that manhood implies a male body.
Therefore, such studies have centred the male body as the ‘capital’ that produces masculinities (Cole
2009; Swarr 2012). Therefore, masculinities are mostly framed as composed of appearances, traits
and behaviours that are socio-culturally agreed upon as associated with male-bodied subjects. For
instance, Coles (2009) contends that in relation to the field of masculinity, the ways in which the
male body is represented as personifying dominant images of masculinity make it a site of struggle
for valued capital.
Swarr (2012) poses a central question: ‘[W]hat happens when female masculinities,
particularly lesbian masculinities, undermine the idea that one must have a male body to identify as
masculine and claim masculine privileges’ (964)? What this affirms is not a lack of unanimity, but
rather the multiplicity of possible expressions of masculinity. I agree with Swarr when she states that
‘black township masculinities in South Africa, the site of the lesbian masculinities under
consideration here, have emerged in conversation with contradictory apartheid and colonial forces’
(ibid.: 964). She adds that ‘south African heterosexual men have refigured their conceptions and
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performances of masculinities as informed by articulations of apartheid, racism, and violence’ (ibid.).
Whilst being cautious not to simplify violence, Swarr elaborates that these qualities, histories, and
locations set the context in which lesbian masculinities emerge and are contested. Thus, the shaping
of South African (female) masculinities has to be understood via the interplay of (pre-colonial)
history; colonial and postcolonial South African discourses; social behaviours; and attitudes—all of
which have been married with African traditional culture and capitalist neoliberalism to fuel
contemporary performances of gender in South African townships.
Under repressive colonial regimes, black men were deemed incapable of fulfulling the
responsibilities of white male masculinities, in addition to being subject to policing and surveillance,
and the violent assertion of state authority in demeaning ways. As Swarr (2012) points out: ‘The
juxtaposition of contradictory masculinities through the calculated and specific assertion of state
authority was the means of denying black men and the ability to express masculinity as economic
protectors and providers—who were dependant on relations to women’ (964). However, during the
struggle against apartheid, militarised masculinity—through an active participation in politics and
violent protests with the specific aim of defeating the apartheid regime—became the dominant
narrative amongst many township men. Therefore, as part of ‘constructing a militarised masculinity,
young township boys were expected to be strong, brave, tough, fearless, aggressive and violent’
(Langa 2010: 2). A masculinity that is still celebrated amongst contemporary young South African
township males, is known as the tsotsi masculinity. This masculinity is expressed via clothing styles,
street wisdom, fighting skills, profeiciency in tsotsitaal (‘tsotsi slang’), and success with women, in
which the latter are treated as trophies (Glaser 2000; Mokwena 1992). Together these attributes
shape the current masculine field—and what is accrued contributes to overall masculine capital.
Masculinity can therefore can be considered a form of symbolic capital. The notion of
masculine capital has been written about extensively in the field of health psychology. Scholars such
as Richard De Visser, Jonathan Smith and Elizabeth McDonnell (2009) note that, whilst men do not
have to engage in all masculine behaviors to be considered masculine, by enacting as many
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masculine behaviors as possible they can maximise their masculinity. However, aptitude in what are
considered to be traditional masculine behaviors provides what Eric Anderson (2002) refers to as
masculine ‘insurance,’ or what De Visser and Smith (2007) call masculine ‘credit.’ This ‘insurance’ or
‘credit’ can also be defined as ‘masculine capital’ (Anderson 2005; De Visser et al. 2009), especially
when one borrows from Bourdieu’s (1984; 1986) notion of ‘symbolic capital,’ which can be used to
allow or compensate for non-masculine behavior. For example, ‘men who do not drink can boost
their masculinity if they are good athletes’ (De Visser & McDonnell 2013: 6). In this way nonmasculine or feminine behavior can be tolerated within an overall masculine identity (Anderson
2005; De Visser et al. 2009; McGuffey and Rich 1999).
However, what I am most interested in here is the process of accrual of masculine capital in
the masculine field, as opposed to masculine ‘insurance’ used to offset non-masculine behaviours.
Working again with the notion of cultural labour, I argue that bhuti undertake labour to contribute
to the accrual of the masculine field and capital. As suggested by Swarr (2012), bhuti are not simply
copying men, but are activly creating masculinities, thus contributing to the accrual of masculine
capital. With regard to cultural labour, Richard Maxwell and Toby Miller (2006) see ‘culture as more
than merely a repository of textual signs or everyday practices,’ as ‘it provides the legitimising
ground on which particular groups (e.g. African Americans, gays and lesbians […] [or disabled
people]) articulate deficits, claim resources, and seek inclusion in national narratives,’ and, in this
case, the masculine narrative (263). Therefore, to undertake cultural labour, bhuti work with similar
symbolic resources in order to produce and perform masculinity. For example, bhuti may have
financial obligations to their partners and be expected to provide gifts for the women with whom
they have intimate relationships. In addition, bhuti often expect to be exempt from housework,
laundry, and cooking—domestic duties traditionally performed by women. How these symbolic
resources become available and the uses to which they are put with regard to the accrual of
masculine capital are questions that have become a central concern for me.
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Black South African female masculinities are thus an articulation of the South African
township masculinities that they tap into, making full use of masculine resources and creating
masculine capital—consequently becoming part of wider national narratives of masculinity. Maxwell
and Miller (2006) further point out that cultural labour is equally the field in which ‘such aspirants to
social inclusion are resisted by settled political constituencies and identities that have
commandeered authoritative representations of personhood and citizenship through cultural
expression’ (263). In this case, the biological determinism that informs the sex/gender/sexuality
system constitutes, at least in part, barriers to inclusion, as only the male-bodied subject is allowed
and expected to perform a masculine gender and heterosexuality. For female-bodied subjects, it
therefore becomes a struggle to occupy the masculine realm and, in the process, to realise both
recognition and belonging.
I link the tension associated with masculine capital to what Bourdieu (1993) suggest is the
way in which capital acts as resource—a resource that is the object of struggle within fields and thus
functions as a social relation of power. For both Bourdieu (1993) and Cole (2009), the value of
capital—in this case masculine capital—is contested within defined fields, becoming a site of
struggle. In other words, the subversive cultivation of South African female masculinity contributes
to masculine (cultural) labour, drawing upon as well as (re)producing (masculine) capital and, in
doing so, decentring the male masculine subject by contributing and laying claim to masculine
capital. The different (masculine) resource, capital, and behavioural markers that are employed in
everyday lives then re-produce this capital.

ii.

Masculinity Without Men: (Dis) Continuities of African Female Masculinities

In order to appreciate, and gain an in-depth understanding of, current expressions of female
masculinity in the context of South Africa, an examination of the history of these expressions is
necessary to illustrate how they have historically contributed to masculine capital—the remnants or
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legacies of which may still be present in their contemporary expression. One could argue that these
historic female masculinities have performed historical labour towards masculine capital. Noting
that gender is culturally and historically located, raced, and classed, as well as consequently paying
attention to regional, national, scenic, and corporeal levels of the negotiation of masculinities and
privilege, these oppositional gender-structured systems and relationships can be seen to reverberate
through the various forms of woman-to-woman marriages in Africa—with or without a sexual
component. It is also important to bear in mind the complex gender matrix that was, to which these
historical female masculinities were a part and belonged has been significantly altered by
colonialism and globalisation.
In his acclaimed treatise on the history of dissident sexuality in Southern Africa, Marc
Epprecht (2004) introduces us to what could be read as a female masculinity—the mukadzirume
during the 19th Century in Southern Africa.83 He briefly sheds some light on the mukadzirume (or
‘woman-man’); a woman who possesses a masculine spirit and takes up the analogous role of a man
in a relationship with another woman. Notably, what happened in private between the couples was
not subject of close investigation.84 Here, it is important to emphasise the briefness of Epprecht’s
account of mukadzirume—barely written up in a couple of paragraphs of the entire book on African
dissident sexualities. This reflects the scarcity of literature that even presents (let alone theorises)
African female masculinities—their expression and diversity—and the little that does exist is written
mainly by western scholars. However, some scholars, such as Gloria Wekker (2006) in her research
on mati work in Afro-Surinam have put forth and theorised the continuities of mukadzirume in the
African diaspora in a rich and engaging way. In her study of mati work, Wekker articulates the
concept of multiplicitous sexualities, basing her arguments on Afro-Surinamese working-class
language and patterns of behaviour. She acknowledges the ‘co-existence of a variety of different
aspects within the same individual, conceptualizing self and sexuality as multiplicitous, dynamic and

83
Epprecht (2005) notes that mukadzirume refers to ‘woman-man’ in Shona (a Zimbabwean language); a
woman who lives as a male-gendered person.
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malleable’ (Wekker 1997: 335). Wekker notes how in mati work, there are male and female roles
performed by partners, however, with the male role having more prerogatives, being exempt from
‘female’ tasks—a continuum of the Afro-Caribbean diaspora.
In addition to the mukadzirume, Epprecht (2004) also alludes to the assumed ‘celibate’
female, who was occupied by a male ancestor or water spirit (njuzu). As a result, her body could not
tolerate having sex with men and was married to a succession of young girls who openly served her
as any wife would serve her husband. He also mentions the mbonga (who were usually sisters or
aunts of the ruler). These women were guardians of the chief or ruler, who in turn depended on
their advice and muti (medicine)—for example, in times of war. The mbonga was usually given a
woman as a wife, in a way similar to traditional South African healers, or Izangoma.85
Nkunzi Nkabinde and Ruth Morgan (2006) centre the long tradition of female isangoma,
who carry with them a dominant male ancestor and as such, are permitted to take on ‘ancestral
wives’ or unyankwabe. They are also known to engage in same-sex relationships as a couple.
Nkabinde and Morgan posit how the ‘situation with sangomas is complicated by the fact that when
the dominant male ancestor is present, the sangoma feels that she takes on his maleness and
becomes a man’ (ibid: 17). Ruth Morgan and Graeme Reid note the ‘marriage’ between tradition and
modernity in their study of same-sex identified izangoma. In their study

one of the same-sex sangomas, Jama, refers to herself as a ‘les’ or describes herself using
the English word ‘lesbian,’ while fulfilling a traditional gender role as a husband (social male)
to her wife, Tshidi. She assumes responsibility as the main bread-winner, and expects her
wife to cook and clean and to play a supportive role in all domestic and business affairs
(Morgan & Reid 2003: 383).

85
It is important to note that Izangoma can be either male or female. However, here I am only referring to
female-bodied Izangoma.
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This echoes Evelyn Blackwood and Saskia Wieringa’s (1999) study of tombois in West Sumatra. These
authors also highlight the interaction between culturally structured binary genders and more recent
notions of gay and lesbian identities. They suggest that the tombois identity is drawn from a complex
set of interacting processes.
Furthermore, texts such as those of Stephen Murray and Will Roscoe (1998), Ifi Amadiume
(1987), and Regina Smith Oboler (1980) put forth and re-conceptualise the notion of female
husbands. Rudolph Gaudio’s chapter on ‘Male Lesbians and Other Queer Notions in Hausa’ in Murry
and Roscoe (1998) notes that the term ‘male lesbians’ is an attempt to translate the Hausa’s
‘passive’ male partners: male ‘lesbians’ (yan kifi) and ‘feminine-identified men’ (yan daudu) who
have sex with each other and refer to their sexual relationships as kifi (lesbianism).
Amadiume (1987) cites the flexibility of the Igbo gender construction, which posits gender as
separate from biological sex, meaning that daughters could become sons and consequently male.
She notes how ‘daughters and women in general could be husbands to wives and consequently
males in relation to their wives’ (Amadiume 1987: 15). She further articulates how this flexible
gender system mediated the dual-sex organisational principle underpinning the structure of the
economy, and was supported by various gender ideologies, in which women played a leading role in
the economy and ownership of property. Along similar lines, Oboler (1980) foregrounds the female
husband of the Nandi in Western Kenya—a woman who pays bride-wealth for, and thus marries (but
does not have sexual intercourse with) another woman. In so doing, she becomes the social and
legal father of her wife’s children. Some of these marriages are non-sexual, but rather a continuation
of the patriarchal institution, which is reconstituted through the inheritance of a bereaved wife.
Elizabeth Khaxas and Saskia Wieringa (2005) brought to the fore the lesbian men from the
Damara in Namibia. The term ‘lesbian men’ in Namibia designate women who play the dominant
(butch) role in same-sex relationships. Even though the terms ‘butch’ and ‘femme’ are not known in
the Namibian Damara culture and language, the various sexual practices and dress codes find some
resonance in (what might be described as western) butch-femme relationships. They describe the
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masculine roles the lesbian men play and the gendered division of labour—both in intimate
relationships and within their communities.
Mark Gevisser and Edwin Cameron (1995) put forth the personal stories of butch lesbians in
South Africa. Whereas Cheryl Ann Potgieter’s (1997) PhD thesis foregrounds South African masculine
gendered (and femme) relationships within a prison setting in South Africa, Busi Kheswa and Saskia
Wieringa (2005) highlight what they call the butch/femme culture in Johannesburg through the
interview narratives of five research participants, pointing out that the butches are visible and look
tough—just like tsotsis (slang for township gangsters). Zethu Matebeni (2011) studies the modern
butch lesbian in the context of the Johannesburg townships, theorising the erotic nature of
butch/femme relationships. With regard to wider discourse featuring butch lesbians in South Africa
and the ways in which they have borne the brunt of homophobia, recent work has focused on
homophobia and violence related discourse (Swar 2012; Muholi 2004; Holland-Muter 2012; Mkhize
et al. 2010).
This brief discussion of the ways in which African female masculinities have been presented
in academic literature shows the vast range of historical (and more contemporary) expressions of
female masculinities—all of which I read as contributing to the accrual of masculine capital in the
masculine field. These female masculinities do not operate in isolation, but rather are embedded
within the masculine field, tapping onto similar symbolic resources and technologies to enable their
enactment. This chapter attempts to highlight behaviours in which masculinity is articulated or
emphasised and henceforth, could be read as a continuity of (amongst others) makadzirume, njuzu,
and mbonga. The above-mentioned academic endeavours offer genealogies and accounts of the
historical continuity of African female masculinities, cementing the idea that female masculine
expressions have always been constitutive of African masculine capital. Moreover, this brief
historical analysis also foregrounds a flexible sex/gender/sexuality system that has endured in
contemporary South Africa, as evidenced by bhuti. This I will discuss in more detail in the ensuing
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section, in which I focus upon expressions of female masculinities, placing emphasis on how these
build towards the acquisition of symbolic masculine capital.
3. Labouring bhuti: Masculine Capital
In the previous section I have framed my understanding of bhuti—South African female
masculinities. This entailed charting their expressions of masculinity from early historical traces to
more contemporary expressions. These expressions draw upon the same symbolic resources,
technologies, and codes as those used by black township male bodied subjects. Hence all of these
expressions contribute to the same masculine capital and wider national narrative of masculinity. I
will argue that female masculinities complicate and challenge what masculine and feminine bodies
are, as well as what it means to be a man or a woman. Their cultural labour further complicates the
township as a predominantly heterosexual space. Along similar lines, Evelyn Blackwood (1986)
poignantly notes how ‘sexuality’s biological base is always experienced, culturally, through a
translation’—something articulated by the female masculinities in this discussion (5)
As briefly alluded to in the previous section of this chapter, bhuti are female-bodied subjects
in same-sex relationships who self-identify as butch and perform a masculine gender expression. It is
important to note here that bhuti cannot be simplistically labelled ‘transgender,’ following the
vocabulary of the Global North. Although a couple of bhuti I interviewed did indeed identify as
transgender, this was not commonly articulated by the majority of the black butch lesbians I
interviewed and interacted with. Here, in agreement with Swarr (2012), I suggest that instead of
applying labels or medicalised categories originating in the Global North, butchness has come to
encompass those physical and social modifications of masculinity that span sexual orientation and
gender identification. Whilst some participants expressed that they had felt butch or masculine since
childhood, others stated that they grew up as femme and became butch during their adult lives,
whilst still others had traversed the butch-femme divide several times. This indeed shows that the
notion of butch/bhuti has a mixture of temporal and historical components.
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Bhuti’s visibility was charmingly noticeable and greatly celebrated in the lesbian and bisexual
communities of the townships I visited. Paradoxically, hate crimes have targeted butch lesbians
because of their visibility and masculine gender expression. Whilst for some bhuti, their butchness
was temporal, for others their masculine expression was life-long, indicating they ‘felt different’
from childhood, through their teenage years, and on into adulthood. In a similar way to Suttner’s
(2014) brief description of Mandela’s multifarious masculinity as presented at the opening of this
chapter, I will now tease out how bhuti undertake cultural labour to accrue township masculine
capital. This section will therefore propagate the localised behavioural markers, masculine
resources, and capital that bhuti employ to perform masculinity. By highlighting those narratives
that assume the most prominent positions in the masculine world as prescribed by South African
townships and informed by race, class, history, African tradition, capitalism and globalisation, I will
draw from daily lived experiences to posit how bhuti use and occupy a masculine space—both in the
public and the private sphere. In this way, I aim to uncover how bhuti complicate the sex/gender
/sexuality system that constitutes masculine narrative in a South African context. Does this gender
attribution challenge or maintain the sex/gender/sexuality system in South African townships?
Here, it is important to reiterate that I read South African sex/gender/sexuality system as,
amongst others, inherently fluid, plural, raced, classed, and built on history, African culture,
capitalism, and globalisation. The brief genealogical account in the previous section shows that
African female masculinities do indeed fall outside of any rigid man/woman binary and rather
occupy their own categories of makadzirume, njuzu and mbonga, revealing a complex yet flexible
system. As articulated in the preceding two chapters, colonialism and Christianity saw the
enforcement of strict gender and sexuality codes, the legacies of which have contributed to a strict
binary conception of sex and gender, and an adherence to fixed and unchanging narratives of
femininity and masculinity. Heterosexuality became the only possible sexual expression and
continues to be privileged above all other possibilities, which were—and continue to be—actively
suppressed. Yet even in this strict sex/gender/sexuality system, categories such as moffie, skesana
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and isitabane have maintained a space outside the binary system.86 Where do bhuti fall within this
rigid system? For bhuti, their sex does not determine their gender. Rather, their gender is coupled
with their sexuality. Markers of this sexuality include the dating of ‘straight’ women, and assuming a
dominant position in sexual encounters—all of which will be unpacked in the sections that follow on.

i.

Early (Masculine) Years

One of the main themes that came through from interviews, focus group discussions, and
interactions with participants that identified as bhuti was that they began to feel different during
early childhood. As one of the participants noted: ‘Eish man, I was a tomboy growing up.’ 87 Notably,
the use of the term ‘tomboy’ here is certainly a travelling term of western origin, yet most bhuti
could indeed identify with it. This meant they were seen as ‘different’ and often stood out because
of their love of playing outside, climbing trees, running around with boys, their passion for football,
and/or love of wearing masculine cloths rather than feminine attire. The rigid gender binary in
contemporary South African society that enforces the policing of sexed bodies then gives primacy to
the ‘difference’ bhuti express. To bhuti, however, this masculine subjectivity was without question
part and parcel of who they were, which they accepted and embraced, any sexual attraction to
women being a later realisation, mostly during the early teen years.
The fondness with which bhuti talked about their (masculine) childhood memories centres
and cements the previously implied acceptance. However, scholars such as Lorene Gottschalk (2003)
critique retrospective accounts, noting that such reports may be subject to various biases. This has
provoked scepticism regarding the validity of the association between sexual orientation and
childhood gender non-conformity. Memories can indeed be biased and distorted, providing
uncertainty. Gottschalk thus questions how much researchers can trust these recollections of
childhood behaviour.

86

These terms are mostly used in a derogatory manner. However, some—such as moffie and isitabane—are
being re-claimed and re-appropriated, in a similar way to the re-appropriation of the term queer.
87
Eish is a common exclamation in South African slang.
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Gerulf Rieger et al. (2008), however, contradict this position. Investigating the difference
between homosexual and heterosexual people’s childhood experiences of gender-nonconformity
and using a method that is not susceptible to memory bias (blind ratings of childhood home videos),
they point out that homosexual adults tend to be more gender nonconforming than heterosexual
adults in some of their childhood behaviours, feelings and interests. This is in line with the narratives
expressed by my participants, in which gender non-conforming behaviour during childhood and an
expression of same-sex attraction during adulthood coincide. Such retrospective studies on sexuality
have not been performed extensively in Sub-Saharan Africa, except for the interview narratives
presented by Khaxas and Wieringa (2005). They note how three Damara lesbian men in Namibia
were aware of their male identity from early childhood onwards, and insisted on doing ‘boy things,’
such as wearing pants and playing football. They also mention lesbian men having girlfriends at an
early age.
For bhuti amongst my participants, masculine expressions during childhood came across in
numerous ways, dependent upon their diverse backgrounds and experiences. Take for instance
Fundiswa, a 17-year-old butch lesbian woman who says she grew up playing with boys, cycling and
riding quad bikes; or Esihle, a 24-year-old lesbian woman who identified as futch, who recalled—
with laughter and a certain warmth and excitement in her voice—a play scenario enacted when she
was in standard 3 (aged 10/11): 88

I was in standard 3. I used to play with girls, you know! [bursting out into laughter] So I used
to be the father. I don’t know why. When I was growing up, I was very thin, so I used to not
to wear tight things, everywhere, but something like baggy so that I can look bigger. Ok, so I
went to the house [describing their play], [I] am a father mostly in this house, with children
and my wife…

88

In chapter 1, I discuss the various identities in the lesbian community in South African townships. The futch
identity traverses and switches between masculinity and femininity, and sometimes a mixture of both.
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The above conversation shows how early on, through play, Esihle was expressing her masculinity.
Notably, play forms a key role in how children shape and frame their gender, such as through roleplaying. Moreover, Esihle’s narrative is demonstrative of a flexible gender system within the rigid
confines of the prevailing binary. The masculine codes that are discussed here include ‘playing
dad/father,’ whilst role-playing domestic situations. However, the three most dominant narratives of
early masculine behaviours put forth by bhuti participants were refusing to wear feminine or ‘girly’
clothes (opting instead for boys’ cloths); preferring to play with boys (rather than girls); and playing
football (with boys). This is demonstrated by Lindelwa, a 21-year-old butch identified interview
participant from Wellington Township in Cape Town:

Because we used to like go and play to the stadium. And girls and boys would run after us
and then I was always with boys. I don’t want to be with girls, I have to run after girls. Not
guys running after me. Like that’s what happened.

Bokang, an 18-year-old, butch-identified interview participant from Phomolong, Thembisa Township
in Johannesburg, notes:

Ahhh, I felt this way since I was at grade 1… because I liked walking with boys, playing with
them and I hardly know how to play soccer. 89 When it comes to soccer, I am perfect. So I
moved under the nose[s] of [the] boys, like each and everything. I wanted to wear [clothes]
like a boy, but my mum seems to have a problem with that. Because even me, I didn’t
understand, why, why [am I] like this, why? Not even understanding myself.

89

I had a feeling she used this word wrongly and meant exactly the opposite—namely that she knew exactly
how to play soccer, as becomes clear later in the quote. I picked this up often and in many of her sentences, yet
I did not ask her to clarify.
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Some participants expressed being supported in their masculine choice of clothing, especially by
their parents and family members, whereas a few stated that their parents insisted they wore ‘girly’
dresses until they reached their teenage years and could obtain cloths of their own. Most expressed
how they fitted in well with the boys with whom they engaged in play—with little, or no,
disapproval. Their masculinity manifests itself via ‘masculine dispositions’—to speak with Bourdieu
(1997). By dressing in a masculine way, or playing football, they claimed the symbolic masculine
field—a structured social space with its own dress code; schemes of domination (such as who or
what to play with); the holding of legitimate opinions, and so on.90 By cultivating this masculine
cultural labour, their ‘young’ bodies then become a text; a specifically masculine medium of culture.
They express a female masculinity, and, in the words of Bourdieu (1997), their behaviour ‘converted
into automatic, habitual activity beyond the grasp of consciousness’ (18).91 Hence running around
and playing football with boys—both of which are supposedly physical activities that may promote
the development of a more male physique—become the textuality within which this masculinity is
revealed.
As articulated by Bordo (1997), such behaviour ‘has symbolic and political meaning within
the varying rules governing the historical construction of gender’ (91). The sporting field is indeed a
masculine field (in a Bourdieusian sense) in which gender is performed and reified. Football, for
example, is perceived as a physical and often aggressive sport, potentially performing a fundamental
function in naturalising male aggression. Paradoxically, football, as a western import, holds great
symbolism on the African continent, driving a sense of nationalism during competitions such as the
African Cup of Nations. This is the one of the main games hosted on the continent in which
participants compete at such a high level and winning is associated with such prestige. Football
brought many black, coloured and Asian South Africans together during apartheid, as it was the only
organised game they were allowed to partake in during the repressive apartheid system, whereas
90

For Bourdieu (1977), a disposition is a habit, a preparation, a state of readiness or a tendency to act in a
specific way.
91
The body is more than a text of culture. According to Bourdieu (1977) and Foucault (1970), it is a practical and
direct locus of social control so attests Bodo (1997).
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other organised sports for African communities were either limited or non-existent. The symbolic
capital football upholds within the masculine domain is part of what these young bhuti lay claim to.
Football has become a place of comfort; a space in which butch lesbians can be themselves. A
number of high profile butch lesbians have played in the women’s national team of Banyana
Banyana in South Africa. Indeed, many bhuti continue to play football into adulthood in their local
community clubs, honing in on masculine capital through this lifelong investment in masculine
cultural labour. However, for some, these expressions of masculinity only persist as far as
adolescence.

ii.

‘I Kissed a Girl and I Liked It…’

As the next chronological step that follows childhood, adolescence is where the first aspirations
towards acquiring masculine capital were experienced by some of the participants I interviewed and
interacted with. For most, if not all of us, the body goes through many changes in adolescence, and,
as suggested by the prominent psychologist Erikson (1968), for many this period represents the
point at which a sense of personal identity develops. It is a period in which adolescents develop a
sense of themselves in relation to those around them, such as their mothers, fathers, friends,
romantic partners, and others (Impett, Schooler, and Tolman 2006). This was no different for bhuti,
whose relationships and kinships are detailed in chapter 1.
It is also worth noting that adolescence is often the period during which sexuality develops—
when adolescent bodies begin to mature in their reproductive capacities and their sexual desire
increases. According to Wyndol Furman and Laura Shaffer (2003), most adolescents begin to
experiment with sexual behaviours and gradually become more comfortable with their emerging
sexuality. Having noted in the preceding chapter how township spaces have come to be shaped as
predominantly heterosexual spaces, this experimentation mostly happens within the heterosexual
framework. I give some attention to this through an engagement with various narratives of desire in
the next chapter. With regard to sexual experimentation between girls, it is worth noting here that
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academic works such as that of Judith Gay (1986) have brought to the fore the narrative of
‘mummies and babies’—intimate sexual relationships between young (adolescent) girls and slightly
older girls in modern schools in Lesotho. Along similar lines, one of the black lesbian profiles in Tanya
Chan-Sam (1994) refers to amachicken in her boarding (high) school. Amachicken refers to similar
relationships as those described by Gay, again, between slightly older and young girls, with those
who had sexual intimacy calling each other sweethearts.
For most bhuti who expressed butchness during adolescence, as with many teenagers, this
was a period of development, both with regard to identity and sexuality, and often entangled with
first loves, crushes, and kisses. For most, the first intimate relationship occurred during late
childhood or their early teen years—usually in the form of a crush on a close friend, or someone in
school. The development of identity, for some at least, involved questions and experimenting. Some
bhuti questioned their masculinity and attraction to women and experimented instead with dating
boys, which for many only served to affirm their attraction to women. Most mention feelings of fear
associated with expressing their emotions to a friend, yet many overcome this fear and kiss the girl
they desire. Mostly the advances were reciprocated, with some enjoying a short-term relationship
after their first kiss. Dominant masculine attributes such as ‘taking the lead’ or ‘making the move’
are realised through such actions as initiating the kiss. Although this is not always the case and the
narrative may be changing, however, during the participant’s teenage years, the dominant discourse
in teenage heterosexual relationships was that of boys ‘making the first move,’ ‘chasing after,’ or
‘hitting on’ girls. As a highly valued masculine resource that is celebrated with boasting for some—as
pointed out by Malose Langa (2010)—success with women is perceived as a positive attribute for
expressions of (specifically) young township masculinity. Teenage bhuti engage with this behavioural
marker by undertaking masculine cultural labour as a way to contribute to the masculine capital, as
demonstrated in the conversations below. Dipuo, a 24-year-old butch-identified lesbian from
Daveyton township in Johannesburg says she grew up as a tomboy. She explains how confident she
was in chasing and kissing girls:
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Yah, like, if I wasn’t with boys, obviously I was with girls. So, mostly, obviously when you are
with girls, because you have to do what they do, you know, so I tried dating boys. But you see
the thing, it wasn’t really working for me, yah, yah. Even couldn’t kiss a boy, but when it
comes to a chick, ahh aahh, on this side, aahhh [I] am number one, number one [speaking
with pride of her conquests], number one kisser, I was the number one kisser. [she chuckles]
I was the number one kisser….

And in another interview conversation with Esihle, a 24-year-old lesbian woman who identified as
futch, from Wellington township in Cape Town:

I think I was 15 [...] [when] I started to kiss girls, kissing girls, like ok. It [was] not [being in] a
relationship [...] [when] I start[ed] kissing girls but [I was] just doing [it]. And then there was
this one song [she starts singing Katy Perry’s song, the chorus—‘I kissed a girl and I liked it,’
and we both laugh]….

Both of the above conversations draw out the complex dynamics and gendered expectations directly
linked to propositioning to, or kissing, girls. Because these dynamics and gendered expressions take
place within a heavily heteronormative context, boys are expected to fulfil this proposition by kissing
girls. Although this is slowly changing, the privilege of initiating romance is still mostly attributed to
masculine men. This is what bhuti express as so enjoyable—the ‘conquest,’ as expressed by Dipuo. In
doing so, they are undertaking labour, concurring with dominant transcripts of masculinity.
However, as highlighted in the previous chapter, it is important to note that butch lesbians
who challenge men’s access to particular women and their claims to masculinities are punished for
transgressing the binary gender system and with it, compulsory heterosexuality. Bhuti constantly
challenge and disrupt these heteronormative gendered expectations in their various relationships
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with women. On this point, Swarr (2012) contends that the ‘relationality of gender makes
relationships critical to understandings of butchness, and in township contexts masculine-feminine
dynamics are commonplace’ (969). Sexual encounters themselves thus produce gender, something I
explore at great length in the proceeding section.

iii.

‘Straight Women:’ iSoka and Ben 10s

The above discussion suggests the proposition of a romantic relationship or sexual encounter as
producing a certain kind of gendered dynamic. Butch-femme intimate relationships were the most
commonly practiced. As examined in the preceding chapter, the often unspoken code was that a
butch cannot date a fellow butch, which, as most participants pointed out, would equate to a man
dating a man. Therefore, bhuti challenge the idea that only men have the ability to attract women. In
South African townships, it is also relatively common for bhuti, not only to attract fellow lesbian
women, but to also actively pursue women who self-identify as heterosexual or ‘straight.’ As pointed
out in the preceding chapter, the common consensus in the lesbian community is that straight
women are not bisexual, but rather women in heterosexual relationships who sometimes engage in
same-sex relationships without necessarily labelling themselves as either lesbian or bisexual. This
was a common narrative, yet voiced more frequently in Johannesburg than in Cape Town. Here, I
concur with Livermon (2012), who suggests that ‘straight’ identified women hold onto this label
because to speak of desire, love and affection for their lesbian partners would cost these women
their claim to heterosexual privilege. For bhuti who sometimes position themselves as men, dating
straight women results in them conducting ‘heterosexual’ relationships with these women—albeit in
a subversive way. By dating straight women, bhuti endorse the prevailing South African
sex/gender/sexuality system that privileges men and glorifies heterosexuality. Another reason the
lesbian and bisexual community endorses this straight labelling is the stigma that surrounds
bisexuality—something I have address at length in the preceding chapter. However, these straight
women are also illustrative of the sexual fluidity and diversity that currently exists in South Africa. In
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the conversation below Yibanathi and Uluthando, both aged 25 and identifying as butch lesbians,
discuss the pursuit of straight women:

Yibanathi: Obviously, you know, we have to click. But then, with a straight girl, you [are]
going to have to explain yourself, I don’t know, you [are] going to take out your A game and
your A++ game, like you have to put things on the table. You know what girl, I can do this and
this and this for you. I know you got a man, I know you got this and what not, you know. You
have to sell ice to an Eskimo, [do] you get me?
Phoebe: Have you succeeded?
Yibanathi: Yah, I succeed, all the time!
[…]
Uluthando: You wanna be, you know, proud. You want to change them from being straight
to lesbians… Sometimes it’s to prove a point: I can go, ok I can go and date any woman. It’s
either dating guys, or a woman or lesbians. I am what you call iSoka.92 What do you call
iSoka man?
Yibanathi: You are the man!!!!

(Uluthando and Yibanathi, focus group discussion, Katlehong township in Johannesburg.)

The above quotes can be read as reflecting instances of masculine conquest or dominance—‘being
the man’—a Zulu man. Indeed, Tim Carrigan, Bob Connell and John Lee (1985) argue that masculine
dominance relies not on technical grounds, but on ‘traditional ideology’—the association of
dominant masculinity with norms or rules such as the ‘sexual predation’ of women. The notion of
‘traditional masculinity’ becomes highly contested, the traits of which are context dependent.
92
iSoka is isiZulu for a man with multiple sexual partners. It is a powerful concept in isiZulu, which has evolved in
meaning over time. For instance, Colenso's (1861) dictionary gives the nineteenth-century meaning of the noun
iSoka: ‘Unmarried man; handsome young man; sweetheart; accepted lover; a young man liked by the girls’
(quoted Hunter 2005: 212).

141

Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) refer to traditional male roles and privilege as ‘hegemonic
masculinity.’ Kopano Ratele (2007) points out that ‘all traditions are ultimately involved in a project
of naturalising strangers, turning them into “believers’’’ (69). Bhuti could be read as ‘strangers’ to
masculinity in this case, in the sense that they are not male-bodied subjects, and are therefore not
considered masculine by their male-bodied peers. Consequently, for bhuti the conquest of straight
women is a way to assert their masculinity as a traditional masculinity. If masculine bodies are
instructed by heteronormative codes to attract straight women, then bhuti can thereby be
considered as acting within the masculine project of these traditional masculinities. I add to this that
bhuti engagements in masculine labour are articulated, not only within the realm of female
masculinity (i.e. as an alternative masculinity), but also as part of the male masculine realm it
disrupts, thus contributing to the overall masculine capital.
The dating of straight women foregrounds a conundrum on two levels. Firstly, bhuti are
accused by heterosexual men of ‘stealing’ their women—accusations that have resulted in a number
of violent attacks on them.93 By challenging men, not only for access to particular women, but also
with regard to their claims to masculinity, butch lesbians are punished by heterosexual men for
transgressing the binary gender system and compulsory heterosexuality. However, some bhuti are
prepared to fight for ‘their’ women and engage in physically violent confrontations in order to
preserve their masculine honour and dignity. The confrontation thus becomes a fight for who is
allowed to occupy this masculine space. Especially because a number of bhuti ‘hang out’ with
heterosexual men with whom they form close bonds as ‘brothers’ (bhuti means brother), it becomes
a collision of masculinities that emphasises the existence of the masculine field as a fundamentally
Although data is scarce, a recent 2016 report by OUT LGBT: Hate Crimes against Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender (LGBT) People in South Africa, interviewed 2,130 South Africans via an online study. Key Findings
include: 41% of those surveyed knew of someone who had been murdered due to their sexual orientation or
gender identity. Of those who experienced discrimination, 7% had been punched, hit, kicked or beaten; 7%
experienced violence from a family member; and 6% had been raped or sexually abused. In addition, the
report found that victims of discrimination and hate crimes ‘expressed deep reservations about reporting
incidents to the authorities: 88% said they had not reported these incidents to the police’ (OUT LGBT Wellbeing 2016).
93
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contested space. Secondly, as articulated by Amanda Lock Swarr (2012), ‘butch lesbians’
relationships with straight women paradoxically both affirm and undermine masculinities and claims
to male bodies’ (962). On this point, Swarr contends that if, during sex, a masculine lesbian’s partner
affirms her masculinity, this inevitably also affirms her masculine gender identification. Conversely,
feelings of inadequacy that can potentially undermine masculinity often stem from the fear of failing
to satisfy a straight sexual partner in bed. Similar sentiments are expressed in the dating of bisexual
women. Whilst bhuti can find these relationships affirm their masculinity, they often reflect bitterly
on the betrayal they feel when straight women eventually leave them for men. This represents yet
another glaringly obvious case of fighting to occupy the space of masculinity. Lesbian relationships—
and the violence that surrounds them—reveal the inherent instability of (male) masculinity,
subsequently questioning exclusive male claims to the masculine field.
In the aftermath of his recent rape trial and subsequent acquittal, Jacob Zuma, the current
president of South Africa, has had his masculinity very much on display. The fact that he is hailed as
being ‘for the people’ can be attributed to several factors, such as his observing and practising Zulu
traditionalism and marrying four wives—both aspects that could be hermeneutically labelled as
‘traditional masculine’ traits within the African context. Ratele (2013) reads this—together with
post-apartheid politics and legislation that seek to redress the historical denigration of African
traditions by racist political and legal structures—as an exercise fraught with ironies and
contradictions.94 As suggested by Ratele—and as can be directly linked to Hunter (2005)—the notion
of iSoka (in isiZulu) as a term broadly referring to a man with multiple sexual partners is a notion that
has constantly changed and evolved, from pre-colonial through to contemporary post-apartheid
South Africa. Hunter charts how iSoka developed through the changing conditions brought about by
capitalism, migrant labour, and Christianity. For instance, he notes how ‘Doke et al.'s dictionary
compiled in the 1940s and 1950s differentiates between an original meaning of iSoka "a man old
enough to commence courting" and later meanings that encompass a "young man popular among
94

This is in reference to the Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework Act that was instituted in 2003.
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girls"’ (Hunter 2005: 213). He further points out an important turning point that ‘occurred in the
1970s when high unemployment threatened previous expressions of manliness, notably marriage,
setting up independent household, and becoming umnumzana’(209).95 Hunter argues that ‘colonial
rule and capitalist penetration significantly altered paths to manhood and reworked the meanings
and practices surrounding multiple partners’ (Ibid: 210). Furthermore, he suggests that the
‘contemporary high value placed on men seeking multiple-partners increasingly filled the void left by
men’s inability to become men through other (previous) means’ (ibid: 209).
As the conversation from Yibanathi and Uluthando above illustrates, some bhuti do identify
with, or see themselves as, isoka and thus, by extension, as Zulu men. Hunter’s observations on
contemporary iSoka could be applied to bhuti, given the high levels of unemployment amongst this
group.96 Hunter points out how the tradition of men having multiple partners both results from, and
shapes, male power. This is elaborated in some of the names assigned to the different female
partners, as illustrated in one of the focus group discussions below:

Khauhelo: Well, in many ways, [with] some of the butches there is a main woman, a roll-on, a
party-woman, and then a trophy [implying 4 different partners]. A trophy-woman is the one
you can go all over and everyone can see, and then when I go to parties, or like now on
Saturday we are going to Soweto Pride, then I say baby let’s go.97
Phoebe: So [then] you take the party girl?
Khauhelo: And when there are these serious functions then I am taking the Main Woman,
then everyone would see that it’s my woman.

(Khauhelo, a participant in a focus group discussion in Thembisa township, Johannesburg.)

95

Umnumzana is an isiZulu term that denotes the head of a household.
This is discussed in detail in chapter 1 of this thesis.
97
‘Roll-on’ was a common labelling given to ‘secret’ lovers. Another common reference to this was ‘side-chick.’
96
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Having ‘roll-ons’ is held in high esteem by bhuti and is an aspect commonly celebrated within these
narratives of relationship freedom. However, this practice carries with it sexual health risks, the
implications of which will be discussed at length in the next chapter. As with Zuma, this behaviour
reveals traditional aspects of polygyny in an African context—traditional ‘Zulu-ness’ in the case of
iSoka. This could also be an illustration of a marriage between the iSoka phenomenon and
traditional masculinity, resulting in what Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) defines as hegemonic
masculinity. Such behaviour then becomes a symbol of masculinity, even though femmes also
engage in multiple relationships. In postcolonial South Africa, there is a clear tension between
modernity and traditionalism—as previously pointed out by Ratele (2013). This tension manifests
itself in the general acceptance of the iSoka having multiple partners, yet in many instances the
practice remains covert—something that came across in the focus group discussion in Soweto
below, as foregrounded by research participant Lebone. These multiple concurrent relationships are
partly driven by material and economic dependencies brought about by the meagre economic
opportunities available, an issue I have addressed in detail in the preceding chapter. Bhuti (even
those who were unemployed) worked or hustled and found means to provide for their multiple
partners materially, thereby cementing their masculine role as providers.
Another means of masculine capital accrual that bhuti engage with through masculine
cultural labour is the conducting of sexual relationships with older women who are (usually) either
divorced or in heterosexual relationships. The local term for this is Ben 10, which is also the common
term for a situation in which a younger man is engaged in a sexual relationship with an older
woman, situated within a South African discourse of intergenerational relationships.98 It seems to be
gaining currency as a ‘symbiotic’ relationship, with emphasis placed on economic aspects, as
expressed in the quote below:

Lebone: Butches […] date old women because they support them.
98
Ben 10s are named after a children’s cartoon. It is used colloquially in South Africa to refer to a young man
dating or having sex with an older woman (Juice 2016).
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Dintle: Exactly.
Lebone: There are people like that.
Dintle: Like, people don't admit [it]. Let me say, if I can get me a chick that is driving and
stuff, of course she will be my transport and everything. But I won't admit to people saying
that I just don't love this woman, [that] I [only] love her for this and this and that! We just
don't admit [it] in most cases, but yes, those are the attractions that made me go to this
woman.
Lebone: Materialistic. […] We really try to deny it, but fact is there! If a person comes and
says I have a house and what, what come move in with me. Of course, I will go running
[laughter].

(Lebone and Dintle, Participants from Soweto Focus group discussion, Johannesburg.)

Whilst older women hold economic power, younger bhuti offer their youth and masculinity.
However, given the complexity of South Africa’s history as well as the astronomically high rates of
unemployment among youth as laid out in the introductory chapter, Livermon (2012) cautions that
we should not reduce sexual relations of this nature purely to their transactional aspects. He adds
that ‘what this highlights, is the complicated nature of sexual desire and the materiality of sex that
suggests that the two can never be completely separated’ (Livermon 2012: 308). Livermon’s
argument is echoed in a number of conversations and focus group discussions, during which some
expressed that what is primarily sought by dating older women is their maturity. Another point
expressed was that older women allowed bhuti to take charge. Those who engaged in these
relationships expressed ‘being in control’ in a masculine manner. This was revealed in activities such
as the carrying of groceries after shopping; being in charge of driving the car (which was owned by
the older woman); and most importantly, in sexual encounters, in which bhuti played the dominant
role. These interactions show these relationships to be essentially balanced, rather than purely
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transactional, representing a ‘two-way street’ for both partners, offering a social network of financial
support and the space for buthi to express masculine dominance and thus consequently undertake
masculine cultural labour. I note that this relationship dynamic is vastly different from other similar
relationships, such as the mummy-baby relationship that I mentioned in the preceding section. The
Ben 10 here are the reverse of the ‘mummy-baby’ relationships (a more active ‘mummy’ and a more
passive ‘baby’) written about by, amongst others, Judith Gay. Rather than the ‘mummy’ showing the
‘baby’ the ropes, here it are the bhuti who take the lead, especially when it comes to sex—an area in
which they tend to be more experienced than their older, ‘straight’ partners, who are often new to
same-sex sexual acts and encounters. On this note, it is important to give some attention to how
gender—and by extension, masculinities and femininities—are produced during intimate sexual
encounters.

iv.

Sexual Encounters

As discussed in the previous section, sexual encounters themselves produce gender. For example, a
lesbian who identifies as masculine may have her masculinity affirmed by her feminine partner
during sex. Sexual encounters is a place where both gender dynamics and politics play out. This was
the case for some bhuti, for whom travelling terms such as ‘stone butch’ came alive, ‘matters of the
bedroom’ providing primary spaces for the affirmation of such labels and self-identifications.99 This is
a space in which masculine cultural labour is enforced by bhuti engaging with doxic South African
township beliefs concerning sexual encounters—for example, the idea that one partner needs to be
in charge; in most cases the masculine figure. Some bhuti who self-identify as stone butches only
date femmes and only ‘give’ (taking full control during the sexual act) to their partners, who only

99
Here I note that stone butch is a travelling term, noting similar lesbian ‘sub-cultures.’ Examples include Audre
Lorde’s (1982) Zami: A New Spelling of my Name, where she brings to light stories of lesbians who lived in New
York, Connecticut and Mexico. Lesley Feinberg’s (1993) Stone Butch Blues also foregrounds a transsexual
narrative in the factories of Buffalo, New York. Amber Hollibaugh and Cherrie Moraga’s (1981) What We’re
Rolling Around in Bed With: Sexual Silences in Feminism—A Conversation Towards Ending Them brings to light
roles in lesbian relationship, thereby unravelling matters of the bedroom.
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‘receive’ (as the passive partner). Local vernacular for this sexual arrangement or sexual script is
‘100%.’100

Lebone: So 100%, most of the time [when] the butch have [sic] sexual intercourse with the
femme, then it's 100%. If it's 50/50 both parties come and be one. With 100% the other party
is like no, I'm their man, I don't want to be touched. That's the 100%.

(Lebone, butch focus group participant from Soweto township, Johannesburg.)

And in another conversation:

Phoebe: Nonhlanhla, thank you for talking openly in this group about your going 100%. Why
do you do that?
Nonhlanhla: How can I explain that? I think it’s me. It’s in me and I can’t change that, there is
nothing I can change about that. I did date a few fems, but then it was fine for me to do
them 100%. They were not against whatever I was doing, because I guess I was getting
satisfied the way I am, getting myself the way I can get satisfied and also them, [they] did
get satisfied. But then when it comes to the part that ‘baby why don’t you try 50/50,’ it’s not
in me, I can’t. But maybe if they […] [suggest I should be] trying [50/50], but the fact that you
[are] inserting your tongue into my veevee [vagina], then I can’t, because it turns me off.
Then I can’t do that. I wouldn’t do you a favour on something, that doesn’t make me feel
good. If you were not okay about how I do things, then it’s fine, you can move on and I am
good with that.101

100

Sexual scripts are discussed at length in the proceeding chapter on sex, desire, and sexual health.
‘50/50 is another local vernacular for sexual scripts, involving sexual acts where it’s a two-way system and on
equal grounds. The notion of 50/50 suggests that lesbians free themselves from gender roles (Rose and Zand,
2002) and modify sexual scripts in pursuit of more egalitarian relationships’ (Matebeni 2011: 127). I will explore
this in more detail in the following chapter on sex, sexual acts, and sexual health.
101
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[Nonhlanhla, butch focus group participant from Daveyton township, Johannesburg.]

The 100% sexual arrangement is such that bhuti are in charge and ‘control’ of every aspect of the
sexual encounter. According to Ron Hammond, Paul Cheney and Raewyn Pearsey (2014),

some traditional sexual scripts that have been studied and have found to include a number
of problematic assumptions including: the man must be in charge; the woman must enjoy
(or let on that she enjoys) the sexual experience; the man is a performer whose skills are
proven effective upon arrival of his partner’s orgasm; men are sexual while women are not;
women can’t talk about it and turn to men for sexual interests and direction, and finally sex
always leads to intercourse and a female orgasm—her orgasm being proof of his sexual
capacity (Hammond, Cheney & Pearsey 2014: n.p.).

The need to be dominant during sexual encounters is one of the reasons some bhuti pursue straight
women, who are perceived as being more passive during sex because they are un-familiar with the
mechanics and practice of lesbian sex. Thus, in some ways, butches’ gendered bodies are actually
produced through their sexual encounters with straight women. In other words, ‘butches’
representation of their bodies as male and straight women’s perceptions of butches’ bodies as male
let them be, for a time, gendered male’ (Swarr 2012: 971). This, however, comes with its own
specific dilemmas, not least concerning the affirmation of masculinity through biological
determinism—for example when a sexual partner is disappointed that a lesbian partner cannot
penetrate her, or complains about her lack of a penis. This way, sexual encounters can also
undermine bhuti’s masculine gender identification.
There is a degree of variation amongst bhuti in relation to reciprocity of the ‘receiving’
partner. For some, no touching or reciprocity from the ‘receiving’ partner was allowed, and in some
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cases bhuti remained fully clothed during this intimate encounter. Reciprocity of the sexual act
varied by degrees. For some, kissing was allowed, as was the touching and caressing of erogenous
zones. However, the consensus for all was that penetration by either fingers or tongue was
absolutely not allowed by the stone butch. As Nonhlanhla stated earlier, if the girlfriend or sexual
partner insisted on penetration, a break up rather than a compromise would ensue. The desire for,
and enjoyment of, this dominance was expressed by the stone butches, and they celebrated the fact
that they made their partners ‘scream’ with pleasure. This way, they prioritise their partners’
pleasure over their own (although ‘giving’ also provides them with pleasure), which in itself could be
seen as subversive, taken the fact that at least in some heterosexual encounters, the male’s pleasure
is known to take precedence over that of the female, although some men also take pride in pleasing
and sexually satisfying their partners. Screaming was given high importance, as bhuti who made
their women scream had their masculinity affirmed by doing so. This was evident as well in the
number of partners bhuti had. The assertion of masculinity is certainly not the only factor here, as
desire and pleasure are very much embedded in these sexual encounters, something I will address at
length in chapter 3. Thus, in these narratives being in control and satisfying one’s partner’s sexual
needs become mechanisms through which to accrue masculine capital.
Throughout all of the preceding runs a strong code of conduct that must be adhered to. This
code of conduct did not allow for stone butches to ‘get laid’—either penetrated by their partner or
‘scream’ when being pleasured.102 Stone butches take pride in this fact and in turn gain respect from
the lesbian and bisexual community, as this is seen as a sign of ‘true manhood.’ This echoes what
Bianca D. M. Wilson (2009) found in her research on African-American lesbians, according to which
participants who self-identified as either aggressive or dominant (‘hard studs’) did not allow their
partners to penetrate them. Wilson offers two explanations for this, yet it is only the second

102
Here, the research participants seem to take ‘getting laid’ in a very literal sense, suggesting a stone butch
would lay on her back, opening her legs and allowing herself to be pleasured by her partner.
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explanation, in which she points out that the reason for not allowing their partners to penetrate
them concerned the meaning of being touched and seduced, that resonates with bhuti.103

Participants talked about the importance of maintaining the appearance of dominance in
the sexual act for hard studs and how being touched sexually or being the ‘bottom’ took
away that sense of dominance and control. The vulnerability of being sexually aroused and
pleasured threatened the image of the dominant sexual partner (Wilson 2009: 305).

What came out during the interviews and focus group discussion was that a number of black
lesbians—both butch and femme—had been sexually abused during their childhood and
adolescence. Some of the bhuti who had been abused specifically expressed their lack of a desire to
be penetrated and therefore were in favour of 100%, adding another layer to this dynamic.
Therefore, for bhuti who were sexually abused in their youth, this is one way of regaining control of
their sexual lives, and dominance becomes a re-signification of something that was either erased or
damaged by the abuse. This re-signification is realised by being in control of the sexual encounter
and a refusal to be penetrated or ‘get laid.’ Thus, for some this represents a healing process in which
the sexual desire that was lost is regained by taking control.
This strict code of conduct was more pronounced in Cape Town than in Johannesburg,
where the shaming of stone butches who ended up ‘getting laid’ and ‘screaming’ was known to
happen in the lesbian community, as illustrated in the conversation transcribed below:

Lindelwa: It’s funny, there was this [story about] my butch friend [who] went to UWC
[University of Western Cape] with some chicks there. So this butch is doing 50/50. But

103
To begin with, Wilson (2009) notes that hard studs were not comfortable with the parts of their bodies that
defined them as female—mainly their breasts and vaginas—and therefore for them, ‘a successful performance
of the “male” role during sex required that the hard stud’s female body parts not be touched’ (305).
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Sunday, we heard some things and the girls said to her ‘close your legs […] don’t talk like that
to me; you have to close your legs before you talk like that.’

Anathi: You see, I think that is where dignity comes in…. you actually forfeit your authority
[as a butch lesbian] if you open your legs.

(Lindelwa and Anathi, participants in focus group discussion in Khayamandi township, Cape
Town.)

And in another focus group conversation:

Anathi: You must be the man of the relationship, so you are not considered [to be]
screaming104

Cebisa: It’s like, I don’t know man. They do not take us as women.

Aphiwe: They take us as their ‘men.’

(Focus group discussion in Mbekweni township, Cape Town.)

By ‘opening their legs’ and ‘getting laid’ stone butches are considered to take up a passive position,
and in doing so they lose their masculine position. In this way, the lesbian and bisexual community
as a whole works to maintain this masculine code of conduct. This can be read as a remnant or a
continuity of the institutionalised policing of sexuality in South Africa during the apartheid regime.
This strict code of conduct is adhered to by some stone butches, who in return are endowed with a
104

Here screaming is used in reference to having an orgasm.
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dignity that is demonstrative of the labour bhuti go through in order to earn symbolic capital in the
masculine realm. Here I would like to draw similar parallels to Reid’s (2005) ethnography on gay men
in Ermelo – Mpumalanga, where he noted similar rigid, inflexible gender norms where masculinity
was understood, defined and policed by what it is not, which was not female and not gay.
This narrative generally concurs with the scenario presented in the preceding chapter,
namely the fact that a butch lesbian in a relationship with another butch was frowned upon as
inadmissible because it was conflated with a male gay couple. Given both heterosexual men and
bhuti draw upon the same symbolic resources to (re)produce and perform masculinity, policing of
this masculinity occurs in both spaces. De Visser, Smith and McDonnel (2009) articulate how the
‘conceptualization of masculinity as plural rather than singular [has been an important influence]:
hegemonic masculinity exists not only in opposition to femininity, but also in relation to other
masculinities’ (1048). To this, they add that ‘elements of hegemonic masculinity are set up in binary
opposition to their alternatives: anything other than the orthodox form is deemed non-masculine or
feminine’ (ibid). Bhuti are subjected to this type of surveillance of unorthodox masculinities. This
represents a moderating force that keeps this expression of masculinity in check as it works towards
the accrual of masculine capital. This is reiterated in a study on adolescent boys in South Africa,
where for these boys, centrality was placed on the imperative to differentiate oneself as a boy/man
from girls/women (Retele et al. 2007) In this sense, it are not only the bhuti who undertake
masculine cultural labour; rather, it is a collective labour that encompasses both the lesbian and
heterosexual communities.
It is now clear that bhuti tap into traditional hegemonic notions of masculinity. How then
can their performance of masculinity still be considered an alternative masculinity? Swarr (2012)
suggests that ‘the masculinities that lesbians embody and engender are specifically South African;
they are not simply female intertwined with articulations of butchness and masculine corporeality’
(972). Bhuti’s expressions of masculinity can hence not be seen as expressions of an ‘alternative’
masculinity. Rather, it is part and parcel of the South African masculine field. For instance, some
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bhuti prefer to be referred to with masculine pronouns within the lesbian and bisexual community
as well as within the larger communities in which they live. Other commonly used terms are boi,
stud, Ta, and bra, to mention but a few—some of which, such as stud, are travelling terms and
others Ta, and bra are local. This not only complicates the question of whose bodies are considered
to (re)produce masculinity, but also questions the fluidity that buthi embody by switching between
male and female identifications. Some bhuti vehemently resist feminine pronouns and—because of
their predominant masculine gender expression—choose to socialise with fellow men—usually
heterosexual male-bodied subjects. Indeed, many bhuti have a significant number of heterosexual
men in their social circle of friends with whom they hang out and engage with in manly social
activities, such as going to taverns together for a drink.

[Us] lesbians, we take ourselves as men [and] at the end of the day we become friends with
the guy and the guy knows that you have got a vagina, [which is] something that he wants. If
he doesn’t get it […] [elsewhere], he knows that [Dipuo] is there, [and she] is going to give it
to me. So I think that is where the problem lies; we end up thinking that we are men, [and
that] we can do whatever we want. You can go with ten guys and you call them your friends.
[And] at 3 am in the morning you are drunk, you have been smoking whatever you are
smoking [making reference to smoking marijuana], [and] then you become a victim all of a
sudden… […] Guys, they have their own dirty mind [and] they can do whatever they want,
because they know that you don’t have that power to fight back. That [is] how we become
victims.

(Dipuo: Focus group participant from Daveyton township, Johannesburg.)

The paradox of socialising with heterosexual men is that bhuti become vulnerable to violence, as
Dipuo’s quote above demonstrates. On the one hand, through the rubric of the masculine field, this
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demonstrates the cultivation of social capital by ‘hanging with the guys.’ It is this complication of
who has access to masculine privileges and who does not that also places bhuti in harm’s way as
targets of violence. Swarr (2012) contends that it is crucial to address violence in this context
because ‘violence shapes both the parameters of relationships and contestations over masculinities’
(962). Undoubtedly, butch lesbians bear the brunt of these most heinous forms of violence, such as
murder and ‘corrective’ rape. In this sense, butch masculinity becomes a rejected masculinity, the
transgression of which is ‘reordered’ through acts of violence. This is a canon of knowledge that has
been extensively explored by numerous scholars, such as Swarr (2009; 2012), Nkabinde (2008),
Hollan-Muter (2012), Mkhize et al. (2010), to mention but a few. My intention is not to re-trace
existing research, but rather to acknowledge how these narratives were expressed by the research
participants. Entangled within these complex narratives is the capital invested in the male body as
the main subject perceived as permitted to produce and perform masculinity. Yet, as discussed
earlier in the section on sexuality, the butch lesbian body also plays a key role in the production of
this masculinity. This dynamic can also be traced through the expectations of whose bodies are
permitted to carry children—a discussion I briefly touched upon in chapter 1 and that I will elaborate
upon in more depth in the next section.

v.

Butch Body Politics: A Masculine Capital

Bhuti challenge the conventional sex/gender/sexuality system in South Africa. This dynamic centres
their bodies in any underscoring of body politics, especially those in which bodies are expected to
carry masculinity or femininity as it relates to reproduction. A major emergent theme was
pregnancy, and the question of whether bhuti bodies—i.e. female masculine bodies—could carry
babies. Many bhuti argued that it was a femme’s role to carry babies, as becoming pregnant would
problematise their masculinity. Some bhuti, however, were open to the idea of pregnancy and
having a child. However, in their society pregnancy serves as a signifier of being a woman—a
biological determinist rhetoric through which gender is expressed. Although some bhuti would
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consider pregnancy as a future option if their femme partner for some reason could not carry the
baby, others were vehemently against it. Here, both bhuti and the wider lesbian community are
carving out their own codes of conduct in order to occupy and stay within the masculine realm.
Additionally, bhuti subvert biological determinist definitions of gender by becoming fathers to their
children. As highlighted in chapter 1, many expressed the desire to father children. Another
discursive strand that potentially feeds into the particular code of conduct that determines bhuti
cannot carry babies is a continuation of makadzirume, njuzu and mbonga narratives, all of whom
had married women who bore children for them. This alludes to the flexible gender system
originating in pre-colonial times that still manifests itself in contemporary South Africa, defining
what capacities are considered appropriate for masculine and feminine bodies, and which are not.
For some bhuti, becoming pregnant equates to giving up being a lesbian, a feeling that was
expressed clearly in the following statement made during a focus group discussion:

But Phoebe, one thing I can tell you: if a butch girlfriend becomes pregnant, there's fear of
being rejected. How can you [still] be butch? Because already how the society is looking at
us, they feel like, okay, those are the men; we see them as men. Then today I'm pregnant and
they [would be] like: ‘Ooh I knew! She's not lesbian this one.’

(Naleli, butch participant from Vosloorus township in Johannesburg.)

This quote reveals two key elements: On the one hand, not only do both the lesbian and bisexual
communities see bhuti as men, but so does society at large (or the communities in which they live).
A man and a lesbian cannot possibly be pregnant, as pregnancy is seen as a signifier of womanhood,
which is mostly encoded through heterosexual prisms. On the other hand, the perception of bhuti as
men does not necessarily translate into acceptance or belonging, which can result in further
rejection of lesbian masculinities through violence. The contradiction in discussion here has been
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clearly articulated in the preceding chapter, which is why in this case, bhuti undertake masculine
cultural labour with the bodies.
Where does this then place bhuti bodies? Here again I draw on Bourdieu (1984), who
centres the male body as a form of physical capital. Drawing on this idea, Chris Shilling (1991; 1993)
develops the argument that the body is capable of being developed into forms of physical capital
that become the site of tensions. Shilling also shows how physical capital is able to be converted into
other forms of capital. Following this line of thought, bhuti bodies take on physical capital in the
masculine realm by making a conscious decision not to get pregnant. In this way, the bhuti body
undertakes masculine cultural labour with the aim of securing masculine capital. In fact, this is not
the only physical capital investment; bhuti physical mannerisms also follow a masculine code.
Bourdieu (1984) argues that the ‘internalization of objective structures is often manifested in bodily
form (such as posture, gait, speech) to become a materialization of class taste’ (Bourdieu 1984 cited
in Coles 2009:37). In this case, it is a materialisation of masculinity—the sitting or walking posture;
the way they talk; eat; or even laugh, as well as the ever-present attitude that ‘oozes’ township
masculine swagg.105 It is nevertheless worth noting that not all bhuti adhere to all these masculine
mannerisms. However, the one theme that came through most prominently was that of dress—
specifically, how bhuti dress and perform their masculinities through dressing.

vi.

Dress Code

Following on from the above discussion that centres the butch body as masculine, how this body is
dressed becomes significant, responding to the necessity to work within prevailing cultural and
social articulations of masculinity and femininity. On this point, Nkunzi Zandile Nkabinde, a lesbian
sangoma, makes the following comment:

105

Stemming from American hip hop culture, swagg refers to style, coolness and confidence. Township men
have their own distinct kind of swagg, which is what I am referring to here.
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In my dress code and my mannerisms and my attitude, I am a butch lesbian. That is the way
people see me in the lesbian world. The way I dress makes me feel powerful in myself and
makes me recognisable to other lesbians. I like the fact that there are masculine or butch
lesbians because they give lesbians visibility in the township (Nkabinde 2008: 146).

Nkabinde’s statement was echoed in the focus group discussions and interviews with the black
township lesbian and bisexual women who participated in this research.
One of the main codes of conduct in South African schools is that of wearing school
uniforms, another remnant of colonialism. A dominant narrative amongst bhuti is a refusal to wear a
girls’ uniform (skirts or dresses), the consequences of which are, for some at least, expulsion. This
experience resonates with many butch-identified lesbians in the school setting, leading to a
significant number of drop outs, as reported by some of the main NGOs working in this field. 106 This
brings to the fore a paradox: on the one hand, bhuti’s refusing to wear a girls’ uniform represents
their courage to stand up for their masculinity, whilst on the other, it means missing out on
education—which is fundamental in order to gain access to future work-related opportunities. As it
is, South Africa is saturated with unskilled citizens (a further effect of the apartheid system), the bulk
of which is comprised of young people who cannot be absorbed by the minimal unskilled labour
pool, resulting in high levels of unemployment (as laid out in the introductory chapter and chapter
1). However, some youth are pressing for changes that could mark a turning point in the feminine
uniform dilemma for butches. Two of the bhuti I interviewed—both 17 at the time of the interview
and still attending high school—had taken a stand on this in their school in Phomolong, a section of
Thembisa township in Johannesburg. This had resulted in a successful bid to wear trousers instead of
skirts. In this way bhuti youth are exhibiting activism, fighting for their recognition in the masculine

106
Formal interviews and informal conversations I had with personnel working with the main LGBTI NGOs in
Cape Town (the Triangle Project) and Johannesburg (the Forum for Empowerment of Women [FEW]) voiced
this. In addition to this, some of the individual LGBTQI activists I spoke to also pointed out this very issue.
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realm and their right to occupy their masculinity. These two bhuti gained popularity as butches in
their school, further affirming their masculinity—with even straight girls ‘hitting’ on them.
Another uncomfortable setting in which codes of dress became flash points was church.
Some denominations such as the ZCC (Zion Christian Church) insist on the wearing of feminine
clothes for women. In response, some bhuti stopped going to church because of this demand.
However, there are a few individual victories; cases in which some of the pastors in local churches
agreed to bhuti wearing trousers rather than the dogmatically imposed skirts or dresses. The
conversation below makes reference to these two areas—school and church—as sometimes rigid
spaces in which masculinities and femininities are policed through codes of dress:

Even at home sometimes it happens where you get forced to wear a skirt where[as] you are
not comfortable to wear a skirt. Most of this happens in the villages. You are not comfortable
to wear a skirt, but you are forced to wear it, and if you are not comfortable in what you are
wearing, you can’t be what you are. At church, you can’t focus on praising God because
people are like [you are not dressed ‘properly’ as a woman] and it’s a big stress. And I once
had a problem with that at school. I think I was in grade eight and I was forced to wear a
skirt. It became a bit major because they called my family [from] the principal [to] everybody
[involved such as teachers]. It was a big Issue. I was not comfortable in the skirt, but the rules
of the school said everyone must wear a skirt during the day, like [on] weekdays. It was a
problem and I was not comfortable with it. Those are the two challenges we are facing.

(Tlotliso, a butch participant in a focus group discussion in Ratanda township,
Johannesburg.)

The above is illustrative of the strict masculine dress codes bhuti adhere to, but also raises two
further issues. Firstly, the societal policing of masculinity and femininity through what people wear
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via formal institutions, such as schools and churches. Secondly, the discomfort felt by bhuti when
being forced to wear feminine clothing—in this sense, feeling very much mis-gendered. In response,
some adhere to a strict masculine dress code, dressing solely in masculine clothing: a butch never
wears a skirt; a butch never wears feminine underwear, only masculine underwear such as boxers; a
butch never wears make-up, lipstick, or nail polish. This strictness was more prominent for butches
in Cape Town than in Johannesburg. This dress code requirement is demonstrated in the
conversation transcribed below:

Because men currently wear short shorts, but we are not allowed to. Because immediately
when you wear short shorts, you don’t qualify as butch lesbian

(Aphiwe, participant in focus group discussion in Mbekweni Township, Cape Town.)

This strict dress code was kept in check via the shaming of those bhuti who did not adhere to it,
either through gossip or by making fun of them. The maintenance of this butch stature ties in with
narratives of dignity, respect, and maintaining their masculinity—and, in the process, gaining
masculine capital. All of these forces play out within a heterosexist framework, in which namecalling is a logical consequence for those who either do not adhere to defined and strict
masculinities, or expose feminine attributes—a point that links to the previous argument
foregrounding bhuti’s masculine dominance during sexual intercourse.
Clothes are one way in which we express our gender—albeit an expression partly informed
by narratives such as fashion, taste, and beliefs. Indeed, it is through style that people create and
hybridise social meanings (Eckert 2004; Sichone 2001). Style can certainly mean different things
across different contexts, and can be used for various reasons, including political ones. For many of
the butch women I spoke to and interacted with, their choice of clothes was a conscious one,
carefully paying attention to detail. Although for some it was a blatant political statement, for others
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it was simply a matter of style, even though the undertones could still be read as political by making
subtle claims to masculinity. Additionally, Matebeni (2011) points to the erotic overtones associated
with the dress code, which is entangled with sexual desire.

4. Conclusion
In this chapter, I aimed to respond to the following question: How are expressions of gender
produced in this same-sex context? I read this through the sex/gender/sexuality system and how this
is encoded through masculinities—and thus by extension, femininities. I therefore conclude by
foregrounding the fact that South African female masculinities draw on the same resources and
technologies as male-bodied subjects, contributing to the wider masculinity narrative within the
South African context. And perhaps this expression of female masculinities shows a complex gender
system beyond the fixed binaries, especially when examining the plurality and fluidity of these
masculinities. And in this way, through decolonial prisms, elaborating what Mignolo and
Wannamaker (2015) refer to as ‘changing the terms of conversations’ that predominantly tie
masculinities to male bodied subjects in this context. This complex gender system offers possibilities
that do not tie a fixed biological essence to a specific gender performance, but is rather based on set
of social relationships and practices as illustrated by bhuti.
Indeed bhuti are not in any way a homogenous or universal group. Rather, they exhibit
collective behaviours that can be read as constitutive of female masculinity. Indeed, nuances in
these expressions come through from the different townships in Cape Town and Johannesburg,
emphasising this lack of homogeneity. Female masculinities are usually pitted against heterosexual
male masculinities, but as the bhuti expressions outlined above have shown, their labour is
expressed in a contextualised way, constitutive of the masculine expression in South Africa.
Therefore, South African female masculinity does not thrive alongside heterosexual masculinity, but
rather interacts with, and interrupts this masculine field. This gender performance can also be read
as subversive: from early childhood onwards, bhuti articulate deficits in this masculine culture,
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claiming masculine resources and seeking inclusion within a masculine narrative—all of which, as
pointed out by Maxwell and Miller (2006), work towards a masculine cultural labour. However, this
contribution is often not recognised, as evidenced by the high levels of violence against butchidentified lesbians. Bhuti masculinity then becomes a rejected masculinity instead.
Undeniably, the general gendered cultural discourse in South Africa may cast bhuti as
failures in the symbolic order of gender because they do not express normative heterosexual male
or female behaviour. Therefore, bhuti could be read as gender non-conforming subjects by society,
or even as transgender. Whereas (western) transgender discourse is fairly new in South Africa and is
firmly rooted within the biomedical framework, maybe more than just the two bhuti’s who
expressed the desire to have a sex change in the context of my research will surface.107 However,
what I see more than anything else is a continuity of a complex gender system such as that of the
makadzirume, njuzu and mbonga narratives as viable expressions of African female masculinity. This
way, illustrating a complex gender system of the masculine field through masculine cultural labour,
drawing upon discourses that go as far back as textual history takes us on the African continent and
in this way, ‘changing the terms of conversation’ that Mignolo & Wannamaker, (2015) posit in a
context where only male bodied subjects are said to produce masculine capital.

107
As stated earlier on in this chapter, of all the bhuti I interviewed and interacted with, only 2 expressed that
they were not happy or comfortable in their female bodies, and if they had the means, would opt for a sex
change. They were both aware of gender dynamiX, the South African NGO that addresses transgender issues.
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CHAPTER 3
Sexing in the Cities: Sex, Desire and Sexual Health

‘Every time [I] am around women, [I] am really happy. [I] am like, [I] am in a world of my own. When
[I] am here, I feel at home, I feel at home…’ (Limakatso research participant, Johannesburg108)

108
Limakatso – research assigned name, given name of the participant not used here (like all participants in the
whole thesis manuscript) for anonymity and confidentiality purposes.
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1.

Introduction

In July 2016, world leaders (both present and former), along with members of royal families,
celebrities, activists, scholars, health personnel, international delegates, people living with HIV, and
well-wishers descended on Durban for the 21st International AIDS Conference (AIDS 2016). The
theme of the conference was ‘Equity Access Right Now.’ In the preceding year, I attended, at the
same venue, the 7th SA AIDS conference—the theme on that occasion being ‘Reflection, Refocus and
Renewal.’ The fact that the international AIDS conference was hosted by South Africa is not a
surprise, given that South Africa has the highest population of people living with HIV (UNAIDS 2016).
South Africa is also at the forefront of the global initiative to combat HIV, conducting cutting edge
research and enacting comprehensive intervention programs. Dependency on donors and NGOs for
funding is on the decline, as the South African government now devotes significant sums of money—
an annual expenditure of about R21 Billion—to HIV/AIDS and TB related programs (SANAC 20132014). It is an investment in prevention and treatment coupled with an optimal mix of interventions
that has placed South Africa on the global stage, where they can speak with authority on initiatives,
research and interventions in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Despite the fact that South Africa got off to
a slow start, this program of interventions represents a major achievement and South Africa has
become one of the countries making the greatest strides in tackling the epidemic (Maurice 2014).
There has been an astronomical leap in service provision during the sixteen years after the bleak
days when South Africa hosted the International AIDS conference in 2000—a time woefully
remembered for what is commonly referred to as ‘Mbeki’s denialism.’
Undeniably, reaching this point has been a rocky road for South Africa. The history of HIV
and AIDS in South Africa is perhaps the most controversial of any country. It is littered with examples
of government inaction and harmful interference, pseudoscience, and conflict—between politicians,
HIV and AIDS organisations, as well as scientists. Notable amongst these narratives of conflict is
President Thabo Mbeki’s leadership, whose denialism controversy became a sine qua non of his
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presidency, both nationally and internationally, having generated more political ‘heat’ than any
other issue and garnering international condemnation from a range of people.109 Exploring Mbeki’s
denialism in the context of sexuality and the nation-building project in post-apartheid South Africa,
Deborah Posel (2005) links Mbeki’s downplaying of the AIDS crisis closely to his decolonising of
African bodies by rejecting racist and colonial stereotypes of black people as promiscuous. Posel
argues that the notion of HIV/AIDS as a ‘national catastrophe’ marked the point at which the
‘controversy exceeded issues of sexuality, and reached more deeply into the politics of nationbuilding, such that the debate about HIV/AIDS became a reflection of the identity and values of the
national subject, along with the moral character of the nation’ (Posel 2005: 145). Posel suggests that
Mbeki’s denialism can be interpreted as an effort to police the discursive constitution of sexuality,
which was in turn shaped by his personal aspirations as a champion of the nation-building project.
Mbeki, together with his greatest (now deceased) ally, the equally denialist Manto TshabalaMsimang, who was at the time minister of health, spoke out against anti-retroviral treatment
(ARVs), promoting instead immune-boosting foods (such as garlic and beetroot). Campaigning
groups such as the NGO Treatment for Action Campaign (TAC) suggest that otherwise preventable
deaths amongst South Africans soared in the period between 2000 and 2005 and are estimated to
be as high as 300,000 (Duesberg et al. 2009).
President Zuma—despite his alleged rape of an HIV-positive queer female activist, acquittal,
and (now) pending corruption charges—won the presidency of the ANC and national elections by a
wide margin.110 The rape of a queer woman highlights the vulnerability of women in same-sex
relationships, not only to sexual violence, but also to sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Despite
his earlier misgivings as deputy to President Mbeki, a number of key HIV/AIDS indicators have
Posel (2011) has written extensively on this very aspect and contends that Mbeki’s position on HIV/AIDS has
not always been clear. Yet, he clearly rejects the Western scientific orthodoxy, which states that AIDS is caused
by HIV, which is in turn largely transmitted sexually. Posel adds that Mbeki sometimes disputes the existence
of the virus, and sometimes the cause of AIDS (arguing instead it is primarily caused by poverty and
malnutrition).
110
Zuma (then 64) was charged with raping the 31-year-old daughter of a late friend. The details of the trial
shored up notions of culture and gender roles, and Zuma emerged as a sexually deviant patriarch. It is a tag
that has persisted beyond his acquittal.
109
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improved as a result of his government’s prioritising of HIV policies.111 Although the burden of HIV
remains enormous in South Africa, the country has seen a decline in AIDS-related deaths under
Zuma’s leadership, which has had profound positive effects on health outcomes and demographic
trends. UNAIDS (2015) reports that life expectancy in South Africa rose from 52 years in 2005 to 61
years in 2014. The number of AIDS-related deaths fell by more than 50% and the proportion of AIDSrelated deaths to overall national mortality dropped from 51% in 2005 to 31% in 2014. The same
UNAIDS report states that South Africa is now amongst the countries with a greater than 20%
decline in HIV incidence between the period of 2000 and 2014 and has an uptake of about 3 million
people on antiretroviral drugs (ARVs)—a third of whom began treatment post-Mbeki (after 2008).
These facts were clearly reflected, both at the International AIDS Conference (AIDS 2016)
and at the SA AIDS conference (SA AIDS 2015), marking the immense progress that can—and has—
been made over such a short period of time. Challenges such as ARV stock shortages and soaring HIV
incidence amongst teenage girls (aged 15-24) were also part of the dialogue. As one of the
participants at the 2015 conference, I felt very much at home exploring a familiar topic—one in
which I had spent a few years working previously. I was in a familiar continent and context: I was in
South Africa, and I was at home! However, I also felt some discomfort, triggered, not only by the fact
that I had not been working or fully engaged with HIV/AIDS for a while, but also because I was
presenting on a topic that is virtually invisible in global HIV initiatives—women in same-sex relations
and their vulnerability to HIV. Most significantly, I was uncomfortable with the unidimensional
discourse of sex and sexuality being read through HIV prisms—the strong coupling of sex with sexual
reproductive health and public health. This alludes to how HIV/AIDS and its implications has
redefined sexuality in Sub-Saharan Africa prompting the question: Has desire permanently been
contaminated with the connotations of AIDS? This highlights a tension between sex, desire, and
Exemplary of Zuma’s misgivings is his announcement that he knowingly had unprotected sex with an HIVpositive woman and had taken a shower afterwards to stop himself getting AIDS. Zuma first announced a
break with the ultra-conservative AIDS policies of the previous government of Thabo Mbeki on World AIDS
Day, December 1, 2009. He said then that all babies with HIV would receive treatment at public facilities from
April (2010) onwards, while women would receive care earlier in their pregnancies in a bid to prevent
transmission to new-borns (Duesberg et. al., 2009).
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disease. As Susan Sontag proclaims: ‘AIDS obliges people to think of sex as having, possibly, the
direst consequences: Suicide or Murder? How does a society idealize love, community, family, and
procreation in and environment in which all these acts and relationships become dangerous?
(Sontag 1988 quoted in Attree 2010: 67). The strong association of sex with the discourse of disease,
not only silences, but also erases pleasure, eroticism, and other positive aspects—seemingly only
equating sex with death.
The deliberate move of beginning this chapter by highlighting the dynamics of HIV and
sexuality is meant to stress how HIV and disease more generally have played a substantial role, not
only in knowledge production on African sexuality in Africa south of the Sahara, but also—if we go
by Marc Epprecht’s (2008) argument—in the way that knowledge is framed. Epprecht (2008)
reminds us of how dominant discourse on African sexuality—read through the dominant HIV
discourse—does not simply ignore, but rather works firmly under the assumption that there is no
homosexuality in Africa.112 The opening of this chapter therefore exposes the way in which
development discourse—as the main machinery of knowledge production—relates to African
sexuality, but also how the coupling of African sexuality and disease has become normalised. As
pointed out in introductory chapter, it is vital to highlight the paucity of research on any African
sexuality that falls outside of dominant discourse, as well as the misrepresentation of African
sexualities that has followed the development of discourse—a dynamic that post- and decolonial
scholars equate to epistemic violence (Fanon 1961; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2016; wa Thiogo’o 1998).
Therefore, in this chapter I will try to navigate this tense terrain, drawing out the invisibilities of
desire, pleasure, and lust on the one hand, and the penis-centric approach of the HIV initiative,
which excludes women in same-sex relationships, on the other.

112
I would argue that the amount of research and work done on African sexuality within the framework of HIV
discourse is vast: it is possibly one of the most researched areas in relation to sex and sexuality in Sub-Saharan
Africa. This is glaringly visible at AIDS conferences, which are attended by tens of thousands of participants and
include thousands of presentations—what is presented at these conferences being only a fraction of exiting
efforts related to this topic.
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In chapter 1, I have paid attention to how black lesbian women navigate their identities
within individual and inter-personal relationships at both communal and national levels in a
contemporary post-apartheid township environment, shaped predominantly by heterosexual
discourse. Whilst, in chapter 2 I examined how femininities and masculinities are negotiated in a
contemporary, postcolonial and neoliberal context. Here, I will pay attention to issues of—and draw
out the tension between—sex, pleasure, and lust and their relation to sexual health. This chapter
will therefore provide insights into sex and sexual desire in the context of South African women in
same-sex relations. This will be achieved by highlighting the sexual arrangements and sexual scripts
that black township women in same-sex relations produce and make intelligible within same-sex
discourse. As with the preceding chapter, this exploration will follow trajectories from early
adolescent experiences through to current relationships.
The main question guiding this inquiry is how black township women in same-sex
relationships construct their sexuality. This inquiry is comprised of two fundamental sub-questions.
Firstly, I ask: How does sex and desire manifest in this context for black township women in samesex relationships? Secondly: How do they perceive their vulnerability to sexual health risks (HIV &
STIs)? These two questions will draw out how black township women in same-sex relationships
navigate the tension between desire, lust, and love on the one hand, and the possibility of
contracting sexually transmitted diseases on the other. Via a deliberate strategy of de-coupling sex
and pleasure from disease, this chapter will be presented in two parts. Part A foregrounds pleasure,
love and desire, whilst Part B highlights the invisibilities and vulnerabilities black township women in
same-sex relationships have to negotiate in the context of HIV and other sexually transmitted
infections.
For Part A, I will begin by elaborating upon the concepts of decolonisation and the sexual
scripts with which I work in the data analysis. To achieve this, I am influenced by Sandeep Bakshi,
Suhraiya Jivraj, and Silvia Posocco (2016) and their text Decolonizing Sexualities, in which they posit
the idea that sexuality must be de-linked from prevailing fictional hegomonies in order to re-exist. I
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will tie this to the concept of sexual scripts as devised by John Gagnon and William Simon (1973), in
which I read the de-linking of black township lesbian women from the heteronormative script as
producing a counter-sexual script. I then dive into the data analysis, where I begin with early
adolscent experiences, centering participants’ first same-sex attraction, encounter, or kiss. I then
zoom into the local ligual and sexual arrangements that these women have made intelligible.
Part B will begin with a literature review that reveals how the ‘zero-risk’ myth is both
anocdotal and based on penis-centred sex. I then show how, in order to understand the multiple
vulnerabilities at work , a social model of epidemiology is needed, my engagement with which is
guided by K. E. Poundstone et al. (2004). As before, I then conduct my data analysis, centering the
HIV/STIs vulnerabilities of black township women in same-sex relationships through the social model
of epidemiology, after which I conclude the chapter.

Part A: Un-Settling Heteronormative Assumptions: Sex and Pleasure

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Why Decoloniality Matters When Talking About African (Same-Sex) Sex, Desire, and
Pleasure
Decolonial prisms become not only necessary, but crucial given the ways in which knowledge
production on African sexualities has largely followed colonising and medicalised paths. In the
introductory chapter, I give some attention to a recent book—the first of its kind—The African
Sexualities: A Reader edited by Sylvia Tamale (2011). The book delves into, disentangles, and
decolonises African sexualities. There, I also engage with scholars such as Silvia Tamale (2011),
Desire Lewis (2011), and Anne McClintock (1995), all of whom posit how sexuality was central to the
colonising project. I also note how the colonial imagination and the misrepresentation of African
sexuality as ‘closer to nature’ led to the perception of Africans as purely heterosexual (Lewis 2011).
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This misrepresentation persisted in postcolonial South Africa through sexual, reproductive, and
public health rubrics in which the main focus was disease and pregnancy prevention—something
both Tamale (2011) and Lewis (2011) read as the curbing of sexual excesses and perversion. Tamale
suggests that this narrow approach meant (as it often still does) that the ‘research of biomedical
experts, epidemiologists, and demographers ignored sexual wellness and issues of eroticism and
desire, leading to limited theoretical framings of African sexualities’ (Tamale 2011: 25).113
In line with Tamale’s argument, Signe Arnfred’s Re-thinking Sexualities in Africa (2004) takes
a ground-breaking look at African sexuality in a decolonial context, noting that

even if sexuality and (white, male) sexual desire have been active factors in establishing the
very notion of Africa and Africans, sexual pleasure and desire have rarely been objects of
study for scholars studying Africa—female sexual pleasure and desire even less (Arnfred
2004: 20).

This, I add, is even less for women in same-sex relationships. This falls broadly within what Epprecht
(2008) has eloquently argued as same-sex practices being understood as largely non-existent in
Africa. Epprecht clinically dissects how the notion that homosexuality did not exist in Africa was not
only endorsed, but was in fact cemented by HIV discourse—as major player in the defining and
researching of African sexuality, albeit one seen purely through heterosexual prisms. This in essence
affirms a form of colonial continuity that positioned Africans ‘closer to nature’ and thus by definition
heterosexual. As such, homosexuality can thus be seen as an imposition on the African continent,
deeming homosexuals as inherently ‘un-African’ (as examined in chapter 1). Epprecht notes how this
has been endorsed through the political homophobia of leaders such as Robert Mugabe and Yoweri
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It seems the turning point was at the United Nations International Conference on Population and
Development held in Cairo in 1994, a point at which studies on African sexualities steered away from colonial
epistemologies. Studies such as those of Baylies and Bujra (2000), McFadden (2003), Anfred (2003), Khamasi
and Maina-Chinkuyu (2005), Bennett (2005), Morgan and Wieringa (2005), Amadiume (2006), Maticka-Tyndale
et al. (2007), Tamale (2007; 2011), and Gould and Fick (2008) analyse African sexualities in an inclusive
manner, including its pleasurable and empowering aspects.
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Museveni—albeit a decade or so later when the heterosexual HIV in Africa discourse had already
been set and established. Such rhetoric only adds to colonial continuities on the imagination of
African sexuality as exclusively heterosexual.
By their very existence, African same-sex desires negate this remnant of the colonial
imagination—the exclusively heterosexual narrative. I would like to read these same-sex desires
through a decolonial lens in order to magnify how they destabilise heterosexual privilege. As pointed
out in introductory chapter, decolonisation takes on many forms, one of them being the
decolonisation of sexuality. In their seminal book entitled Decolonizing Sexualities: Transnational
Perspectives Critical Interventions, Sandeep Bakshi, Suhraiya Jivraj, and Silvia Posocco (2016)
articulate that ‘an ongoing critical reflection on decolonial readings of queerness is necessary since
heteronormativity is sustained upon epistemic categories, among others, of race, gender and
sexuality’ (1). The renowned decolonial scholar Walter Mignolo (who writes the foreword of the
aforementioned book) explains that ‘decolonial healing requires building to re-exist rather than
energy to only resist’ (Mignolo 2016: viii). He adds that ‘re-existence means that you de-link from
the rules imposed on you, you create your own rules communally and, therefore you re-exists
affirming yourself as a human being’ (ibid.). I read this in line with the sexual arrangements and
codes that black township women in same-sex relationships have made intelligible within their
communities. To add to this, Jeff Corntassel (2012) explains that decolonisation is made up of
‘everyday acts of resurgence’ that regenerate indigenous or local knowledges, epistemologies, and
ways of life which are always adapting, creating and moving forward. Indeed, what this chapter
brings to light is precisely those local knowledges, through the rubric of sex, desire, pleasure and
love, as well as their associated meanings.
I read the same-sex desires, lusts, and loves of black township lesbian women through these
decolonial prisms, as a way of de-linking them from the dominant heterosexual paradigm—from
heterosexual scripts. There was a celebratory air of openness in the way in which the women
expressed themselves, talking about sex with ease, even in big focus group discussions and with a
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complete absence of coyness. The scenarios presented in this chapter therefore contradict former
colonial discourse that posits female sexuality as passive and docile, instead foregrounding women
as active agents, with a claim over their own bodies; drivers of their own sexual desires, sexual
encounters, and sexual pleasures with fellow women. In doing so, these women dispel the colonial
and traditional tropes that have dominated African female sexuality. This takes place within a
discourse of sexual freedom—from pregnancy, HIV, and other STIs—a case of sexual enjoyment,
desire, pleasure, eroticism that is untouched by reproductive and/or HIV (specifically the zero-risk
myth) discourse that has previously dominated sexuality and sexual knowledge production in Africa.
This discourse thus relies on the participants’ experiences, perceptions, and verbalisations of their
own scripts, rather than any generic cultural (heteronormative) script on how sexuality in South
Africa is enacted.

2.2. Sexual Scripts
Here, it is important to note that the concept of sexual scripts was developed by John Gagnon and
William Simon (1973) and refers to how individuals reproduce and recognise a repertoire of sexual
acts, as well as a set of rules and expectations surrounding those acts. The concept is useful, as it
allows for an investigation of how individuals shape and/or (re)produce notions of sexuality within
their social groups. According to Gagnon and Simon ‘[s]cripts are involved in learning the meaning of
internal states, organizing the sequencing of specifically sexual acts, decoding novel situations,
setting the limits on sexual responses and linking meanings from nonsexual aspects of life to
specifically sexual experience’ (Gagnon & Simon 1973: 17). Tamale (2011) cautions that, ‘[g]iven that
sexuality is a deeply complex phenomenon, studies must be specialized to reflect its nuances, and its
contextual and multi-layered nature’ (17). This is exactly what Gagnon and Simon point to in their
description of sexual scripts, noting that sexuality and gender are inextricably linked and that
sexuality is deeply embedded in the meanings and interpretations of gender systems. Furthermore,
gender systems are embedded in culture (Wiederman 2015). Gagnon and Simon point out that
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‘although cultural settings are at the most abstract level of scripting, they are necessary for providing
the context for roles, contain institutional arrangements and symbols that comprise collective life’
(Gagnon & Simon quoted in Wiederman 2015: 7). As such, sexuality is ‘socially scripted’ because it is
a ‘part’ that is learned and acted out within a social context, noting how different social scripts are
framed by different social contexts (Jackson 1996). Moreover, mass media certainly play an
important role in conveying cultural scenarios as well as sexual norms through the ways in which
cultural institutions such as education, religion, law, and government are experienced on a daily
basis (Gagnon 1990; Simon 1996). Therefore, how individuals think about themselves sexually; how
they relate to others; and how others think and relate to them, is based on symbolic meanings that
are associated with sexuality.
Therefore, the contemporary scripting of sex and sexuality in South Africa has to be viewed
through the rubric of an intense politicisation of sex and sexuality, which is clearly a remnant of both
colonialism and apartheid. I directly tie this to Posel’s (2004) narrative on sex and sexuality in postapartheid South Africa, which contextualises sexual scripts in contemporary South Africa. Posel
postulates that

at a time when many other parts of the world were sites of increasingly (albeit unevenly)
liberal, experimental sexual practice, the apartheid government regime subjected sex and
sexuality to particularly heavy censorship and repressive policing, which actively excluded
the kinds of public sex talk that marked the growth of consumer capitalism, particularly in
the west in the latter half of the 20th century (Posel 2004: 53).

As with the colonial project, the draconian policing of sexuality was absolutely fundamental to the
apartheid project, fanned by fears of black overpopulation and the imperative of controlling black
fertility. Paradoxically, and as Posel notes, although sexuality was actively controlled, with the police
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playing a central role in its enforcement, sex and sexuality remained very much a private matter, in
the sense that there were no open public health campaigns on sex, or public sex talks.
Post-apartheid South Africa saw a rapid transition, at least in part fuelled by the HIV crisis, as
the visibility of sexuality moved from the private to the public sphere:

The proliferation of public images, representations and modes of sex talk was patterned,
producing a series of discrete discursive nodes, each nested in and shaped in particular ways
by recent global economic positioning, national processes of class and status formation
(particularly the emergence of new black elites), the acceleration of the AIDS epidemic, as
well as the strategies and powers of new social movements (Posel 2011: 54).

Post-apartheid, the new ANC-led government saw opportunities to participate in global neoliberal
economic networks of production, distribution, and trade. Posel further points out that ‘the cultural
logic of late capitalism—particularly its valorisation of the pleasures of consumption—closely
articulates the national trajectories of class and status formation, particularly in respect with
younger generations and the burgeoning elites of South Africa’ (ibid.: 56). She adds that

the urge to consume has become the fulcrum of intersecting political interests, economic
imperatives, cultural aspirations and notions of the selfhood amongst South Africans;
particularly among black youth growing up in metropolitan centres where consumption is
closely coupled with sex, making for the overt sexualisation of style, status and power (Posel
2011: 56).

Sex in the aftermath of political liberation has become a sphere within which newly found freedoms
are vigorously asserted—the asserting of a stylish blackness—and sexuality and consumption are
both full of desire. This is in line with the prevalence of neoliberal masculinities and femininities
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discussed in the preceding chapter. Posel contends that for black youth—particularly women—
asserting sexual ‘freedom’ might be as much a statement of the rapture between apartheid and
post-apartheid generations as a fecund celebration of liberation from the manifold prohibitions of
the past. From this standpoint, she adds, ‘sex has been politicized, at the same time as a liberation—
political freedom—has become sexualised in an erotics of race, class and generation’ (ibid.: 56). It is
in this milieu that sexuality is boldly and openly ‘on display’—but also as a sign of the newly assertive
prominence of sexualised style on the cultural agenda of black youth in South Africa, part of which
can be read through what Patricia Hill Collins (2004) refers to as the empowered, sexually liberated,
and independent woman. This is the backdrop against which I portray and analyse the sexual
experiences of women in same-sex relations in South African townships, whilst bearing in mind that
the majority are members of the ‘born free generation.’
Through these decolonial prisms, I read the sexual scripts deployed by black township lesbian
women as counter-sexual scripts—counter in the sense that they are subversive to both
heterosexuality and heteronormativity alike, and scripted in a way that reflects same-sex expression
amongst girls and women in South African townships. Sexual scripting suggests the importance of
meanings and symbols in human sexuality albeit framed within heterosexual prisms. Counter-sexual
scripts, I argue, mirror what Gagnon and Simon (1984) put forth as layered through three
dimensions: 'cultural scenarios,' 'interpersonal scripts,' and 'intra-psychic scripts’ (53). ‘Sexual feeling
does not simply happen from within the body but needs meanings and symbols which provide cues
and clues [in order] to enable sexualities to develop’ (ibid). Counter-sexual scripts, I contend, are
linked to cultural scenarios, which are in turn linked to different historical periods and social change,
evolving over time and hence fluid and contextualised. I especially code them as counter sexual
scripts given this notion was developed on heteronormative scripting and expressions.
By exploring concepts of decoloniality and (counter-)sexual scripts, my intention is to
foreground the continuities of a discourse that conceptualises Africa as a purely heterosexual space
in the postcolonial imagination and representation as perceived through sexual and reproductive
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health and disease discourses. In the next section, I will zero in on the sexual arrangements that
have been made intelligible by women in same-sex relationships in South African townships.
Emphasis will be placed on desire and eroticism, following the specific scripting with which my
participants engage. In this way, I aim to show how these women have effectively decoupled sex and
desire from discourses of disease, reproduction and violence that endure within narratives of
postcolonial African sexuality. This gives a platform to the participants’ expressions—their meanings
of intimacy and sex, as well as sexual pleasure. I will draw on material from interviews, focus group
discussions, and questionnaire data.

2.3.

‘Every Time [I] Am Around Women, [I] Am Really Happy’—Sex, Desire, and Pleasure

In the previous section I elaborated upon post-apartheid sexual scripts in South Africa, framed within
a mixture of decoloniality, sexual politics and liberation. Here I take time to analyse the data by
making full use of the tools introduced above, namely decolonialised sexual scripts. I will commence
with early experiences, centring participants’ first same-sex encounter, and then focus on matters of
sex in its broader understanding and meaning. This way, this inquiry will contribute to making
intelligible local knowledge concerning sex, desire and pleasure of black township women in samesex relationships.

i.

First Same-Sex Desire and Encounter

In the preceding chapter, I pay attention to how masculinities and femininities play out and are
performed in first same-sex encounters, such as the first crush or kiss. Here, I would like to dive
more into aspects of desire. Indeed, not much has been written about adolescent same-sex desires
in South Africa. Exceptions include the work of Tanya Chan-Sam (1994)—also referenced in the
preceding chapter—who puts forth the personal narratives of same-sex sweethearts at boarding
high schools, who refer to each other as amachicken, as well as that of Judith Gay (1986), who
brought to the fore the narrative of ‘mummies and babies’ in Lesotho. Using this as a starting point, I
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trace early experiences, such as a first crush on a woman, or a first kiss, in early adolescence.
Foregrounding the participants’ experiences, perceptions, and verbalisations of their own pleasure
and desire via their own scripts, rather than through a generic cultural (heteronormative) script,
illuminates how sexuality is enacted, whilst always acknowledging the agency of the individual.
The early teenage years and adolescence are periods of great change, identity being central
to one’s self-discovery. Sexual self-discovery for women in same-sex relations takes place against an
overtly heteronormative backdrop—one that penetrates all aspects of society, from formal sexual
education to implicit sexual scripts of sexual activity that are regulated by norms of heterosexual
courtship and marriage. For most teenagers, the process of sexual discovery is one of exploration,
uncertainty, and questions precipitated by other physical, mental, and social developments, all
aggravated by social interactions—both platonic, and of a sexual nature. These emotions are
mirrored and come across as a dominant narrative for most of the women I interviewed.
Additionally, many were confused by, and questioning, their attraction to women, not least because
this was not in line with societal heteronormative expectations and practices. Here, I draw on
Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of cultural capital, which he defines as non-financial social assets that
promote social mobility beyond economic means. Bourdieu adds that cultural capital can exist in a
few different forms, such as the embodied state—i.e. in the form of enduring dispositions of the
mind and body. In this case, I am referring to the embodied—and to a certain extent, the
institutionalised—form of sexual cultural capital. The investment is in a sexuality that is a
conglomeration of colonialism, capitalism, neo-liberalism, African culture, and patriarchy, all of
which coalesce in their privileging of heteronormativity. Here, capital manifests in the form of an
‘ideal’ trajectory—‘girl meets boy; girl dates boy; girl marries boy.’ These are the undertones (or
sometimes even overtones) of the experiences of women in same-sex relationships in South African
townships. Take for instance Letsego, a 22-year-old lesbian from Daveyton Township in Gauteng,
whose early teenage experience embodies some of the above-mentioned cultural capital and
heterosexual under-/overtones. During the in-depth interview, her voice is full of excitement as she
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recalls her early teenage years and early sexual attractions and encounters, especially when she gets
to the point of narrating the discovery her same-sex attraction.

Phoebe: How long ago did you realise you were attracted to women?
Letsego: Oooh, that thing, yhoo. It made me go around, searching for myself. It started in
grade 8 when I got to high school. I used to stay, I used to sleep with this guy, this boy. And
he would always be like yhoo, your eyes are so beautiful. And [I] am like, ok thanks. But when
a girl says your eyes are beautiful, [I] am like yhoo [she says it with such passion in her voice]
thanks. I have this special, yhoo!! So I was like man; this thing confuses me. […] So, hau, this
one day, this other friend of my mum’s, he is a gay, he came with his sister and he was, his
sister was about my age. […] When I sat with that girl, I was staring at her. She was soooo
cute. Speaking, I was like damn, if I could kiss you, yhoo, you wouldn’t imagine that right
now. So it came about then that maybe I might be lesbian. I don’t know. So I started asking
my half-brother from my father’s side. If […] you are a person who is like this, how do you go
about controlling such things? He told me that if you are like [this], don’t try to judge yourself
…

Similarly, Zandi (a 20-year-old femme lesbian) and Limakatso (a 21-year-old femme lesbian) from
eTwatwa township in Johannesburg, whose interviews were conducted together, describe their
development and discovery process as follows:114

114
Both Zandi and Limakatso were happy to be interviewed together. They are friends and both coordinators
for Uthingo—a community based organisation under the umbrella of the Forum for the Empowerment of
Women (FEW), an NGO that works with lesbian, bisexual and transgender women in Johannesburg and the
greater Gauteng townships (info4africa 2014).
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Phoebe: So how old were you when you first found out or [started to] think: ‘Oh I think I am
different, you know, I am not attracted to men, I am attracted to women.’ Did you ever date
boys?
Zandi: Yah, mina [I] did date a boy. And I found out when I was in grade 11, that I was
different, apart from my friends. Because…
Phoebe: Grade 11, how old is grade 11?
Zandi: I think I was 16, yah, 16, 16 or 15. So like that time, you know girl talk, they always
talk ukuthi [so] last night, me and my boyfriend, we did this and that. So it’s so nice. And
mina [I], I [was] like, I didn’t know anything about sex at that time. So, they would say, you
have to try it. Like it’s nice. Since it was me, I was like, I had two boyfriends, like boy
boyfriends. The first one, when I slept with him, it was not nice. Like, it was horrible. My
experience of copulating with my first boyfriend was really terrible. Then like, I told my
friend, no, mina [I], am not feeling the guy, it’s not like […] the sex is not good. [...] Then in
my matric dance [high school prom], at the party of my matric dance, then I, yah, that’s
when I do it with another boy. It was so painful, like, it was also horrible. I didn’t like see a
nice thing about it. Everything that they were telling me, I didn’t see it or I didn’t feel it. So, I
just like let it go. I didn’t tell them, when they ask[ed] me, how was it? I would just say, it was
great. And I enjoyed it blah blah blah… Then, in my first year, in college, then I met this girl,
she was butch. So, I didn’t know what was really going on with her. So she would say like,
yhoo, mina, me and my girlfriend, yhoo mina I do my girlfriend like so [and] so and I was so
interested in that thing she was talking about. And I become friends with her. Like I was so
interested in her life, how do you do? Yabona [you see], then she was my first girlfriend and
then it was a blast. Since then, I have never looked back.
Limakatso: I would say I had my first boyfriend when I was in grade 9, standard 8, I was 15 or
14. 14, yah, I was 14. That’s when I had my first boyfriend. Actually, it was because of the
influence of friends. I had lots of friends, all of them who had been in grade 9 [and] repeated
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a class, and I was more interested in their lives, more than I was in mine. So we became
friends and then they were like ‘Ohhh Limakatso, you don’t know things.’ I grew up in a very
traditional family, where by a girl every year would be taken to, you know the old days, and
be checked and see if you are still a virgin. Yes, I used to be checked.
Phoebe: Oh really, how do they check?
Limakatso: You just open your legs, they put a finger [inside of you], a small finger. And then
they take it out and look at you and say that you are a virgin.
Zandi: You know, they say your behind is like a tissue, a cloth.

Limakatso: There’s a tissue, a cloth. So if something got in, they will see, it will have a hole.
[...] So I had to be checked all the time when I grew up. I had to every term, I used to go home
and get checked if I was still a virgin, so I was afraid of sleeping with anyone. Thinking that
the minute they find out [that I] am not a virgin, [I] am going to die, my mum is going to kill
me. That’s the first thing that came to my mind. So that was the influence, but they didn’t
know, so they got me a boyfriend, like quick. Like ‘ha wenna [you] Limakatso you don’t know
things, let us get you a boyfriend.’ Then I was like, I broke up with the guy because he wanted
to sleep with me. […] My friends were like every day ‘Yho, yhooo you don’t know what you
are missing.’ You know that, I had to lie, and say that I did it. Like I would lie, like ‘oh it was
so great,’ not knowing what it was like. Because my first experience I had with a guy was in
2011 […] which wasn’t great at all. Which had me ended up being chased out of school, and
me regretting doing that. Why did I do it? Because of [a] friend or me wanting to know what
it’s like. So like when my mum found out, she took me back to KZN [KwaZulu Natal], I had to
go live in KZN, and I stayed there for 5 months maybe, and then I came back. I had another
boyfriend, I did it again, [but] it just wasn’t good. The problem is, I didn’t have feelings for the
guy. [...] Then a few years later, a friend of mine introduced me to this friend of hers, who
was femme but lesbian. Then like, [we] talked, like we talked every night, every day, like
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something about her would just turn me on. It was like she would turn me on. The first time I
kissed her, I approached her and kissed her, and that’s when I had sex with her and it was
like greater than anything I […] ever did previously. And then I was like, something is wrong,
something is definitely wrong. Then I came with her and she took me like to events with
lesbians, and that’s when I realised that I am attracted to women. Every time [I] am around
women, [I] am really happy. [I] am like, [I] am in a world of my own. When [I] am here, I feel
at home, I feel at home…

Stevi Jackson (1992) notes that sexuality is ‘“socially scripted” in that it is a “part” that is learned and
acted out within a social context, and different social contexts have different scripts’ (62). The
conversations are illustrative of this, with the early to late teens being expressed as a time of selfdiscovery, uncertainty, and exploration, conducted against a backdrop of sexual policing traditions—
religion, culture, family, friends, and peer pressure. Dominant heteronormative sexual scripts—i.e.
sexuality-based cultural capital—are clear where opposite-sex attraction and exploration are allpervasive in this context. A blend of African culture, religion, capitalism, neo-liberalism, and
colonialism has informed and assigned meaning, importance, and privilege to these
heteronormative sexual scripts. Thus, following this heteronormative social convention, all three
participants—Letsego, Zandi and Limakatso—experienced their first sexual encounter with a boy. In
a way, this concurs with the notion of cultural labour with which I have worked in previous chapters,
in the sense that through slippages, women in same-sex relations are able to articulate deficits,
claim resources, and seek inclusion in national narratives—in this case, sexuality and sexual identity.
These slippages manifest themselves through dating, or pretending to date, boys and thus appearing
to conform to the demands of heterosexuality whilst still finding ways to engage in same-sex
attraction. However, this tension brings out feelings of initial confusion and often fear to verbalise
same-sex attraction. In this context, exploration and understanding of sexual development takes
place in a heavily policed environment of family, friends, the wider community, and inherently
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patriarchal institutions. Take for instance Limakatso, where policing is realised via virginity testing
and being repeatedly asked by her peers what her heterosexual encounters were like. However,
Limakatso undertakes cultural labour to conform to this virginity testing by undergoing the test
without failing as well as her falsification of having had sex with boys to peers.
However, through counter-discourse, these three women managed to develop what I will
refer to as their own ‘counter-sexual scripts.’ Because of the heavy social policing, I do note here
that there is a tension between appearing to conform to heteronormative expectations as discussed
above, and these women finding their own subversive ways to express same-sex desire—sometimes
occurring simultaneously. The latter is what I am referring to as counter-sexual scripts. As these
scripts occur in their everyday lives, they speak directly to what Jeff Corntassel (2012) refers to as
‘every day acts of resurgence.’ Through these counter-sexual scripts, I read the narratives articulated
by these women as a ‘de-linking’ (Mignolo 2016) from prevailing heteronormative discourses and
sexual capital. For Limakatso, Zandi and Litseho, early teenage experiences articulate these countersexual scripts. For instance, all felt no attraction to boys (despite dating them), feeling instead a
stronger attraction to girls and taking the initiative with the first kiss, thus affirming their real
feelings. On this point, Walter Mignolo (2016) posits that ‘the decolonial struggle at hand: [is] to delink from the fictional categories and classifications installed and instilled in the narratives of
modernity’ (xii). As articulated in the introductory chapter, Mignolo sees modernity as the hidden
part of coloniality and with it, has invented categories of gender and sexuality. Hence, this fictitious
heteronormative imagination and categorisation is exposed here by my research participants, which
is why I read this through decolonial frames. De-linking from dominant discourses and engaging with
their own same-sex doxa during their first sexual encounters, these women find ways to enable reexistence. For instance, the women fondly recall how enjoyable their first same-sex kiss was, even
though social convention dictated their initial heterosexual interaction, which did not match their
feelings and desires.
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In one way or another the women all managed to identified someone with whom they could
identify and could have conversations with about their same-sex attraction—an action that could be
read as a form of social capital. Bourdieu (1986) conceptualises social capital as

the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and
recognition—or in other words, to membership in a group—which provides each of its
members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles
them to credit, in the various senses of the word (Bourdieu 1986:189).

These relationships may exist only in the practical state, in material and/or emotional exchanges
which help to maintain them. Through social capital—identifying and networking with other women
(or men) in same-sex relations—lesbians feel affirmed in who they are, which they then celebrate
through their own relationships.

ii.

Let’s Talk About Sex…

From the previous section, the existence and power of counter-sexual scripts become clear,
specifically when expressed via a person’s first same-sex attraction and kiss. This ‘de-linking’ from
heteronormativity extends into sexual encounters, where black township women in same-sex
relationships make intelligible their own set of sexual arrangements within the context of their
sexual encounters. These sexual arrangements come with their own language and terminologies—
common ones being fifty-fifty (50/50) and one hundred percent (100%), as previously discussed in
chapter 2. These arrangements take place within a discourse of sexual freedom—sexual enjoyment,
desire, pleasure, eroticism—free from pregnancy, HIV, and other STIs.
This sexual freedom in entanglement with desire, enjoyment and eroticism is celebrated by
township women primarily through short-term sexual encounters. The majority of the relationships
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mentioned were short-lived—an average of two months was stated in a number of the Cape Town
focus group discussions. Also mentioned was the practice of having multiple concurrent partners,
and many participants spoke of two or more partners. For instance, questionnaire data (N=209)
revealed that with regard to the number of sexual partners in the preceding year, 37.1% declared
they had 3 or more partners, the majority of whom were concurrent. This has to be understood and
read within the context of liberation and sexual freedom that Posel (2004) posits, where ‘asserting a
sexualized “freedom” might be as much a statement of the rupture between the apartheid and postapartheid generations’ (56). This sexual freedom in relation to multiple concurrency is not only
unique to same-sex relationships, but also customary in heterosexual relationships. Another prism
within which concurrency can be read would be as a continuity of the African tradition of polygyny.
As Kopano Ratele (2013) posits,

the attempt to restore pre-apartheid African traditions, is milieu within which the
Recognition of Customary Marriages Act, 1998 has been instituted. This ACT allows for the
registration of marriages under African customary law. Some communities' customary law
allows for polygynous marriages, and these are recognised subject to certain conditions
(Ratele 2013: 136).

Tensions between apartheid and post-apartheid, and western and African tradition, marred with
other traditions, such as Isoka (as I discuss in the preceding chapter), influence the ways in which
relationships and partners emerge in South Africa. The paradox, however, is that this sexual freedom
comes with risks and vulnerabilities, specifically in relation to sexually transmitted diseases—
especially HIV—in relation to which multiple concurrent relationships have been noted as one of the
key drivers of HIV in South Africa, as I will discuss at length in Part B.
Whilst I did not enquire how the name of 50/50 came about (and accepting the obvious
assumed egalitarian overtones), Matebeni (2011) points out that the name and concept of 50/50 is
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not alien to South Africa. On this, she further declares how ‘in 2009, the South African government’s
National Gender Machinery launched a 50/50 campaign aimed specifically at increasing equal
representation of women in gender rights as well as in structures of political decision-making’ (270).
Along similar lines, Matebeni points out that

popular music icons such as South Africa’s kwaito star Mandoza and the American girl’s pop
group Destiny’s Child also used 50|50 in their own songs, both claiming that a man and
woman should contribute 50|50 to a relationship.115 In both settings, this arrangement has
been about economics and the politics of gender relations (Matebeni 2011: 270-271).
For South African township lesbians, the notion of 50/50 suggests the ‘reciprocal and egalitarian
nature of sexual lesbian relationships’, exhibiting ‘a language of mutual (sexual) pleasure, sharing,
and how sex is organised’ Matebeni adds (p.271). The latter was reflected in the following interview
conversations:

Phoebe: Ok, so we talked about this earlier, and yes this is going deeper into the nitty gritties
of sex. [P&A burst out in laughter.] So, I learnt quite a few terms during the focus group
discussion, which was really important. Now aahh, do you prefer a 50/50 or do you prefer
receiving, since you are a femme? Or do you prefer the 100% or…?
Akona: 50/50. [I] am the type of girl that does 50/50. And I don’t care if you are butch, to me,
talking about sex isn’t that difficult. It’s not a difficult issue. So when I first meet a person and
get into dating, ok, she comes into my house just to visit, I would tell, I would ask her. What
type of person are you? Do you do 50/50? Do you do 100%? Do you do? Do you give? Do you
take? What do you do? And maybe this person can tell that no no no I do 100%. [Then] I
115
Kwaito is the South African equivalent of hip hop. Kwaito is ‘genre of music started emerging in the 1990s.
It is a mixture of a number of different rhythms from marabi of the 1920s, kwela of the 1950s,
mbaqanga/maskhandi of the hostel dwellers, bubblegum music of the 80's, and Imibongo (African praise
poetry). Great South African music legends such as Miriam Makeba and Brenda Fassie have influenced Kwaito.
At times the use of styles drawn from the African Diaspora's Hip-Hop, Dub, Jazz and UK House is evident’
(South African History Online 2011).
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wouldn’t do it, I would say, ok, [I] am sorry. I wouldn’t do 100%. I do 50/50. Because 100 is
pointless, I don’t get that 100% thing, I don’t, I don’t…

(Akona, a 22-year-old electrical engineering student interview and focus group participant
from Mbekweni township in Paarl, Western Cape.)

And during a focus group discussion from Daveyton Township in Johannesburg:

Phoebe: …okay, great, let’s move on [and] let’s talk about sex. So from my different
interactions out there, I have learned about all sorts of terms or labels, such as 50/50, 70/30,
100% and whatever.
Zandi: 80/20.
Phoebe: You know, toys, no toys, anal, no anal, whatever. Let’s put it all out there…
Boipelo: I am a woman, so whatever you get, I want some of that too. 50/50. When I get
horney it’s not my fingers craving a vjj [vagina], it’s my vjj craving to be done.
[…]
Phoebe: So for the rest of us: we are up for 50/50?
Litsego: Yes. All the way, my sister, all the way.
Dipuo: Personally, I like it.
Boitemelo: There are those lesbians who prefer having sex with their clothes on and their
partners understand them, they don’t get naked.
Phoebe: So any other preference other than 50/50? 20/80, whatever?
Bontle: I do 80/20 when I am tired. Then she will just do me, but if I am into it and I want it,
but when I am not into it I will just kiss and touch. Then I would sleep and she [would] just do
me, like when I am tired, like coming back from drinking, [and] then she will just do me and
then I sleep.
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[…]
Limakatso: There are other things, like when you are having sex, you kiss so good but you are
not good in what you are doing. You kiss, like, you know, but when you go down there [you
are no good]. If she doesn’t do you good, then you can communicate, like maybe you don’t
know how to say it, so be proactive and direct her, don’t talk, just direct.
Boipelo: There [is] what we call a pillow talk, then that is where you talk about these things,
like [you] can say, when you do it, just go deeper, and why don’t you do it this way.

Phoebe: Communication.
(Focus Group discussion, Daveyton township, Johannesburg)
As with the discussions on same-sex love, desire, and lust that come across in the above
conversations, the intricate sexual arrangements of 50/50 and 80/20, amongst others, I read in a
decolonial context. Bakshi, Jivraj, and Posocco (2016) suggest that ‘decolonial queerness is necessary
not only to resist coloniality but, above all, to re-exist and re-emerge decolonially’ (1). The linguistic
and sexual arrangements in discussion here then form part of that re-emergence and re-existence.
This also concurs with what Mignolo (2016) cites as de-linking from the rules imposed—in this case,
heteronormative rules—and creating one’s own rules communally to re-exist, as witnessed in the
local lingual and sexual arrangements. This is celebrated and specific to black township women in
same-sex relationships, and reiterated in Matebeni’s (2011) PhD thesis based on her interviews with
black lesbian women in the townships of Johannesburg, in which she also provides an insight into
50/50 sexual arrangements. She posits how ‘the 50/50 notion implies a series of negotiations
between partners about how sex should take place between them; who penetrates whom and how;
and how pleasure is achieved for each partner’ (Matebeni 2011: 270). I take this a step further by
reading negotiations/doxa as counter-scripts to heteronormativity as henceforth de-linking to reexist. Indeed, it may be the case that the notion of 50/50 is used generally in South African society,
but the way in which specific rules relating to lesbian sex are applied to it, differ from the general
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rules that play out in mainstream society, affirming the de-link. Moreover, the above conversation
also reveals other arrangements made intelligible, such as 80/20, that are specific to the lingual to
black township women in same-sex intimacies, denoting counter sexual scripts.
The above conversations illustrate that communication is central to the common sexual
arrangement of 50/50, at the core of which lies negotiation and egalitarianism. As the conversation
with Akona highlights—in which she also notes other counter-sexual scripts and arrangements, such
as 80/20, 100%—communication and negotiation before engaging in sex ultimately result in mutual
understanding, producing mutual enjoyment. Gender expression lies at the core of this sexual
arrangement or negotiation of the ‘culture’ of 50/50. In addition, the Daveyton focus group
conversation showed that the women recognise diversity in their relationships and preferences—
what works for one couple may not work for another (some question others’ preferences)—and
almost all participants recognised the importance of communication in negotiating mutual sexual
enjoyment. This affirms that desire is individual and manifests itself in many different ways. For
example, Nonhlanhla preferred choice is 100% with absolutely no penetration, whereas Boipelo will
accept penetration in a 50/50 arrangement. The candidness with which sex, sexual acts,
communication about sex during sexual encounters, and sexual enjoyment is talked about, firmly
contradicts previous colonial rhetoric that positions talking about sex as a taboo in African societies
(see Tamale 2011). Further, this openness supports the notion of sexual freedom that Posel (2004)
observes in post-apartheid South Africa. The HIV epidemic has also contributed to this openness,
bringing with it a certain air of frankness to talk about sex, albeit it through heteronormative and
penis-centric prisms. And indeed, this sexual freedom comes with risks and challenges, such as
sexually transmitted infections.
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Part B: De-Bunking the ‘Zero-Risk’ Myth: Vulnerabilities of Black Township Women in Same-Sex
Relationships to HIV/STIs
Whilst it is critical to engage with the de-linking process and to shed light on the same-sex loves,
lusts, and desires of black township of women, it is also important to acknowledge and recognise
these women’s vulnerabilities to HIV infections and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs),
especially in the light of Zuma’s rape of a female queer HIV activist, elaborated on in the opening
excerpt.116 This highlights the vulnerability of black lesbian women to sexual violence in South Africa.
Moreover, South African women bear the brunt of HIV, facing a greater risk of HIV infection: on
average, there are three women infected with HIV for every two men who are infected (SANAC
2016). The difference is greatest in the 15-24 age group, where three young women for every one
young man are infected. Initiatives to tackle the problem of HIV have been particularly problematic
in relation to women in same-sex relations, due mostly to inherent issues of heterosexism,
homophobia and penis-centric embedded approaches. These same factors have also impacted on
research agendas and knowledge production, resulting in very scanty research on HIV in relation to
female same-sex oriented practices and identities in an African context. How then, do black
township women in same-sex relationships negotiate the dynamic of sexual pleasure and freedom
amidst the reality of an HIV epidemic, in which they have been completely ignored by practically all
the curative and preventative initiatives? Within the context of this main question, this section sets
out to respond to the sub-question of how black township women construct their vulnerabilities to
HIV/STIs.

In this section I will interchangeably work with women in same-sex relationships and women who have sex
with women (WSW). This is because WSW is gaining currency in public health, where it is meant to be an
inclusive term that works with behaviour markers rather than identities, also encompassing those who do not
necessarily identify as lesbian or bisexual. Therefore, ‘“Wsw” and “msm” refer to all women and men
respectively who have sex with people of the same sex, regardless of whether they identify as lesbian, gay or
bisexual. From an epidemiological perspective it is argued that “wsw” and “msm” convey the meaning that
practices and behaviours, as opposed to identities, place individuals at risk for HIV infection’ (Henderson,
Cloete & Van Zyl 2011: 15).
116
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This section therefore challenges the neglect and ‘zero-risk’ myth by providing insight into the
present vulnerabilities and risks of black women in same-sex relations to HIV and other STIs. Drawing
on questionnaire data, in-depth interviews, and focus group discussions, I put forth how these
women perceive their vulnerability to HIV and STIs; what the idea of ‘protection’ means to them;
and what sexual health services are available and accessible. I will begin with a brief literature
review of material concerned with the assumptions and perceptions that exist towards women in
same-sex relationships and their relationship to STIs and HIV. In doing so, I will examine the ‘zerorisk’ myth to reveal the forces and power structures at work. This will be followed by an examination
of the social model of epidemiology as put forth by Poundstone et al. (2004)—a concept I employ in
my data analysis, specifically to draw out these women’s vulnerabilities to HIV, highlighting
individual, social, and structural factors. This will be followed by the general conclusion of the
chapter.

3. Theoretical framework
3.1. A Case of Sheer Neglect
Efforts to deal with the HIV epidemic are certainly reaping dividends, and many countries note
reductions in instances of HIV infection. These reductions have been brought about by changes in
certain behavioural markers that have been noted to be drivers of the epidemic. In South Africa,
these behavioural changes include the fact that

more young people are waiting longer to have sex, having fewer sexual partners and
consistent use of condoms. In eastern and southern Africa, where the vulnerability to HIV
among young women and girls is the highest, the percentage of girls and boys who were
sexually active before the age of 15 declined from 16.6% to 14.3% and from 14.5% to 10.9%,
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respectively. Condom use increased from 21.1% to 22.2% among boys and 21.6% to 32.5%
among girls during the MDG [Millennium Development Goal] period (UNAIDS 2015).117

So far, with specific regard to women in same-sex relations, there is no data on behavioural markers
such as those mentioned above—age of sexual debut; number of sexual partners; use of protection,
etc. Tamale (2011) cautions that

HIV cannot be compartmentalized as a disease outside the context of sexual health and
rights, gender and class. Therefore (and in order to honour the lives of the many Africans
affected by HIV), scholars must adopt an integrated, comprehensive approach to
researching, theorizing and combating the disease (Tamale 2011: 34).

One of the many benefits of the progressive South African Constitution has been the increased
visibility of women in same-sex relations. This visibility, however, is limited, and virtually nonexistent when it comes to their sexual health needs. After decades of HIV/AIDS activism, the
common belief that women in same-sex relations are amongst those least at risk of contracting HIV
persists through the ‘zero-risk’ myth. This narrative, amongst WSW, is largely based on anecdotal
evidence, as there is not much epidemiological research that has been dedicated to this population
sub-group. In addition to the rife sexual violence towards black township lesbian women—especially
gender non-conforming lesbians who are often subjected to ‘corrective’ rape and other forms of
sexual abuse118—it is a known fact that mucous membrane exposure to vaginal fluids and menstrual

117
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were the world's time-bound and quantified targets for addressing
extreme poverty in its many dimensions-income poverty, hunger, disease, lack of adequate shelter, and
exclusion-while promoting gender equality, education, and environmental sustainability. They were initially set
up for a target of 15 years from 2000-2015. They have since been renewed to Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) with more inclusive indicators, with the new targets set for 2030 (UN, 2017). For more information on
MDGs and SDGs, please see UN (2017).
118
Statistics on this were mentioned in the previous chapter - although data is scarce, a recent 2016 report by
OUT LGBT: Hate Crimes against Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) People in South Africa,
interviewed 2,130 South Africans via an online study. Key Findings include: 41% of those surveyed knew of

191

blood can lead to HIV infection, and therefore the sexual practices of women in same-sex
relationships cannot be disregarded in HIV risk and vulnerability estimations and assessments.
Moreover, ‘sexual practices, such as digital-vaginal or digital-anal contact, as well as sex shared with
penetrative toys, may well serve as a means of transmission of HIV infected cervicovaginal
secretions’ (Johnson 2009: 131). Therefore, as Cary Alan Johnson (2009) suggests, ‘WSW may be the
most “at risk” group, not due to biological susceptibility, but due to sheer neglect’ (132). The
supposed ‘zero-risk’ myth has placed WSW outside of vulnerability to HIV/AIDS and STIs, and
consequently excluded them from sexual health interventions and research along those lines. Shari
Dworkin (2005) argues that the ‘epidemiological categories employed in the surveillance of HIV/AIDS
have placed heterosexual transmission, particularly for women (and implicitly female heterosexual
identity) at the centre of inquiry, thereby rendering women-to-women transmission
“unfathomable”’ (Dworkin quoted in Henderson, Cloete & Van Zyl 2011: 12). As highlighted earlier in
this chapter, continuities of colonialism based on heteronormativity and an approach that is
exclusively focussed on sex involving a penis define what constitutes as ‘real sex’ and what does not,
thereby contributing to the exclusion of women in same-sex relations from research on HIV and STI
transmission.
Although neglect persists, recent years have seen a slow recognition by some researchers
who have engaged in HIV-related research and interventions for people in same-sex relations,
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. Such research mainly focusses on men who have sex with men
(MSM) and, more recently, transgendered persons (see UNAIDS 2016; Lane, et al. 2011; Jill
Henderson et al. 2008). The vulnerability of lesbian women and other women who have sex with
women to HIV infection is a complicated public health issue that is perplexing to some and ignored
by many. Although female-to-female sexual contact has been known to be a less efficient route of

someone who had been murdered due to their sexual orientation or gender identity. Of those who
experienced discrimination, 7% had been punched, hit, kicked or beaten; 7% experienced violence from a
family member; and 6% had been raped or sexually abused. In addition, the report found that victims of
discrimination and hate crimes ‘expressed deep reservations about reporting incidents to the authorities: 88%
said they had not reported these incidents to the police’ (OUT LGBT Well-being 2016)
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HIV transmission when compared to male-to-male - MSM or heterosexual contact, in March 2014,
the Centre for Disease Control (CDC) reported a possible case of female-to-female HIV transmission.
This CDC article illustrates how a 46-year-old exclusively lesbian woman contracted HIV through
sexual intercourse from her partner, who was known to be HIV positive (see Shirley K. Chan, et al.
2014). There are a few other case reports that suggest possible female-to-female transmission
(Kwakwa and Ghobrial 2003; Monzon and Capellan 1987), as well as the presence of HIV/AIDS
among women in same-sex relationships (Chu et al. 1990; Diaz et al. 2001; Dolan & Davis 2003) since
the early 1990s, with prevalence rates that are sometimes higher than among their heterosexual
counterparts. Some research (Chu et al. 1990; Diaz et al. 2001)—although limited—carried out on
women in same-sex relations in a western context has placed risk largely on (intravenous) drug use,
as one of the main drivers of HIV in this population sub-group. In addition to this, other reported risk
behaviours included sexual contact with men as a frequent occurrence amongst lesbian women and
other women who have sex with women (Diamant et al. 1999). Despite the unsympathetic and
meagre (yet systematic) evidence of the viability of the female-to-female route of sexual
transmission, these cases affirm the increasing number of voices out there that have argued that
these women are indeed also at risk of HIV infection.
The last couple of years has seen some emergent studies that interrogate HIV and women in
same-sex relations in Southern Africa (see Matebeni 2011; Matebeni et al. 2013; Sandfort et al.
2013). Theo Sandfort’s et al. (2013) study points towards forced sex as a risk factor in self-reported
HIV infection among South African lesbian and bisexual women. Nevertheless, this population subgroup remains largely ignored in HIV intervention and research in South Africa and consequently,
other risks remain unknown. In order to get a comprehensive picture of possible risks, one has to
look beyond labels. Here I draw on the Women’s Institute’s (2009) report, which posits that in order
to understand the context of risk behaviours for lesbian and other WSW, we have to look beyond
sexuality labels and sexual identity (of straight, lesbian, and bisexual women), but rather understand
the context of HIV amongst women as well as a woman’s risk of contracting HIV, which is directly
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related to her experiences and behaviours. Although the majority of women in same-sex
relationships in South Africa self-identify as lesbian or bisexual, for the purposes of this section, I will
work with the term WSW to refer to women who have, or have had, sex with women and who may
or may not self-identify as lesbian. WSW is gaining currency, especially in the public health discourse,
being used more as a behavioural marker rather than an identity for women who engage in sexual
relations with other women (Henderson Cloete and van Zyl, 2011).

3.2. The Social Model of Epidemiology
Given the vastness of the neglect and exclusion of women in same-sex relationships in sexual health
matters, a rounded approach such as social epidemiology can potentially shed light on the multiple
factors that contribute to vulnerabilities. Here, I will employ the notion of social epidemiology.
According to K. E. Poundstone, S. A. Strathdee and D. D. Celentano (2004), social epidemiology is
defined as the study of the distribution of health outcomes and their social determinants. These
determinants are the ‘features of and pathways by which societal conditions affect health’
(Poundstone, Strathdee & Celentano 2004: 22). Social epidemiologists therefore examine how
persons become exposed to risk, as well as protective factors and under what social conditions
individual risk factors are related to disease. To this, the authors add that

social factors are indeed critical to understandings of non-uniform infectious disease patterns
that emerge as a result of the dependent nature of disease transmission or the idea that an
outcome in one person is dependent upon outcomes and exposures in others (Poundstone,
Strathdee & Celentano 2004: 22).
This directly applies to women in same-sex relationships, as not much research and information is
known directly relating to HIV and other STIs, which can thus be perceived as a non-uniform pattern
of infection in which various modes of transmission are playing a part.
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Poundstone, Strathdee & Celentano (2004) devise a three-tiered model—a heuristic
framework for the social epidemiology of HIV and AIDS. This layered model investigates three main
categories: individual factors, social factors, and structural factors. These categories do not stand
alone, but rather have porous borders that bleed into each other. The three main categories have
sub-categories that are quite exhaustive of social factors that drive HIV infection, the first one being
behaviours, which includes partner selection, condom use and sexual practices. The second subcategory addresses individual characteristics concerning gender, race, ethnicity and age, whilst the
third sub-category is concerned with people’s socio-economic positions, looking at income,
education and occupation. The social factors take on four main themes, namely social capital;
cultural context; neighbourhood effects (which explore socio-economic factors and the social
environment); and, lastly, social networks generally, sexual networks, and illicit drug use networks.
The structural element engages with aspects such as structural violence, including racism and
sexism; stigma and discrimination; and ‘unfriendly’ policy environments, such as the inaccessibility
or unavailability of health services or social policies to a certain population or sub-group. I will apply
this model to black township women in same-sex relationships in order to draw out the multidimensional vulnerabilities and exclusions to which these women are subject. However, first of all it
is important to get an idea of the HIV prevalence amongst the township community of women in
same-sex relationships.

3.3. HIV and WSW Unpacked
i.

The HIV Saga and WSW

This research indicates that some women who have sex with women engage in high risk behaviours
that place them at risk of HIV transmission. This risk lies in a combination of behaviours—such as
multiple concurrent partners—as well as some of the sexual acts being practised. Shirley K. Chan et.
al. (2014) note that potential vectors for transmission in female-to-female sexual contact includes
unprotected exposure to vaginal or other body fluids, menstrual blood, or blood from trauma during
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sex. Furthermore, the marginalisation of women in same-sex relations in HIV-related interventions
and research—in addition to the ‘zero-risk’ myth—exacerbates their vulnerability to sexually
transmitted diseases.
Despite this marginalisation, questionnaire data (n=209) revealed that the majority—92% (of
which 60% was from Johannesburg)—of women in same-sex relations in this sample had been
tested for HIV in the preceding year. This could be attributed to the ‘Know your Status’ campaign in
South Africa, even though it was mostly framed within heteronormative and eventually peniscentred paradigms reaching out to MSM. In a way, this decentres the ‘zero-risk’ myth amongst
WSW, highlighting an awareness of possible risks to HIV infection. Although some noted a fear of
finding out their HIV status, HIV testing seems to be commonly and routinely done by WSW given its
presence in many of the communities they live in, as revealed in the following conversation below
from Khayamndi township in Stellenbosch, Western Cape.

Phoebe: Do we all test for HIV?
[Everyone]: Yes.
Lindelwa: But it was long time ago.
Phoebe: Okay.
Ahiwe: It was not last year, I'm lying.
Lindelwa: And I'd like to go and test again.
Phoebe: Yhea! I mean, it's good to know.
Esihle: Yhea! To know your status.
Anathi: It's good to know that you are HIV positive, so that you can start taking care of
yourself.
Phoebe: Indeed.
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Figure 1: HIV test results for Johannesburg

For a population that is considered invulnerable to HIV framed within the ‘zero-risk’ myth, the
observed prevalence of 8.7% seems high. In fact, this could be an underestimate, given that 39% of
the questionnaire participants did not disclose their HIV status.119 The figure of 8.7% is actually very
close to the estimated rate as reported by the few studies that have been conducted. For instance,
research conducted within South African LGBT communities over the past decade has placed HIV
prevalence among black WSW at 9% and found they were at greater risk compared to their white
counterparts (Wells 2006; Wells & Polders 2004). It is also important to note that the South Africa
national HIV prevalence is just under 12%, which brings into sharp focus the magnitude of the
problematics and vulnerabilities of WSW to HIV.

119
This is because for Cape Town, upon consultation with collaborators at the Triangle project, it was advised
that including a question in the questionnaire on disclosure of HIV status was too evasive and could have
deterred possible participants. However, the collaborators in Johannesburg at the Forum for Empowerment of
Women felt differently, and this question was included in the questionnaire. The HIV seropositive results
therefore only pertain to Johannesburg.
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With regard to the ‘mode of transmission,’ some of the factors that could be associated with
HIV transmission and infection are sex with men and forced sex (with both men and women),
although both were reported independently in the questionnaire data and therefore not associated
with the results for HIV serostatus in this research. However, this assumption is in line with a multicountry study that found that WSW in South Africa and other countries in Southern Africa face
sexual health risks both within same‐sex relationships as well as in heterosexual experiences,
including transactional sex with, and forced sex by, men (Sandfort et al. 2013). I should mention that
the source and mode of transmission was not part of this research. Rather, the aim was to establish
the prevalence of HIV amongst township women in same-sex relations. Despite this unknown factor,
one cannot rule out the possibility that some of the women may have been infected in sexual
interactions with other women. Here, it is important to highlight the study of WSW living with HIV
carried out by Matebeni et al. (2013), where 20% stated that they believed they were infected
during an exclusively same‐sex relationship. It is worth noting that this is the only study in Southern
Africa that attempts to dig into the mode of transmission as female-to-female. This possibility of
female-to-female HIV transmission as well as inherent vulnerabilities can be further unpacked
through the use of social epidemiology.

ii.

Vulnerabilities Unpacked

Having demonstrated in the previous section that HIV does indeed exist in this largely neglected
community, it is important to identify where their vulnerabilities lie. The mixed methods approach
employed for this study—especially as it relates to sexual health of WSW—can be read through
social epidemiology, in which social factors are essential criteria in understanding non-uniform
infectious disease patterns that emerge as a result of the dependant nature of disease transmission
or the idea that an outcome in one person is dependent upon outcomes and exposures in others
(Poundstone et al. 2004). For women in same-sex relationships, contact patterns that enhance
HIV/AIDS vulnerability may be conceptualised at multiple levels: at an individual level, at a social and
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structural level. This is the framework I use in order to plot the vulnerability and risks of women in
same-sex relations to HIV and other STIs, drawing on Poundstone’s et al. (2004) heuristic framework
for the social epidemiology of HIV/AIDS, as is illustrated in figure 2 below.

Structural Factors
Structural violence and
discrimination - homophobia and
sexual violence
Policy environment Marginalisation of WSW in HIV
related activities because of the
'zero-risk' myth

Social Factors
Social capital - exclusion from
mainstream social organisations,
consumption of alcohol in large
amounts
Social networks - WSW 'sexual'
network with multiple concurrent
partners within a small network

Individual Factors
Behaviours - sexual acts, number of
partners, use (or not) of protection
Socio-economic position - high
levels of unvemployment, tendency
to end up in unskilled labour
categories

WSW Vulnerability to
HIV/AIDS

Figure 2: Heuristic Model of Epidemiology on HIV vulnerabilities of WSW
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Like Poundstone et al. (2004), I read the different layers or levels in the above model as porous and
bleeding into each other—they certainly do not exist in isolation, something I pay attention to as I
unpack the different layers below. In reality, there are extensive linkages between the factors at all
levels—linkages that give rise to the epidemic patterns observed.

Individual Factors
All data collection media—the questionnaire, interviews, and focus group data collections—
confirmed multiple concurrent partners as a commonly accepted way of life. More than half of the
questionnaire participants had had two or more partners (combined at 56.5%). This not only
concerned butch lesbians, but also applied to femme, futch, dyke, and androgynous women in samesex relationships. The number of concurrent partners ranged from 2 up to 10 for one butch focus
group participant from Vosloorus Township in Johannesburg, as illustrated in the following focus
group discussion:

Phoebe: Just to get an idea [of] what [extent] relationships vary in terms of expectation. So
some of us have open relationships, some of us have monogamous [ones], [and] some of us
have more than one, right? What do people feel here? How does this LGBTQI group express
themselves that way?
Dikeledi: Lesbians, […] femme, butch, dyke […] are with more than one partner at the same
time.
Phoebe: Concurrently?
Dikeledi: So it could be one minute I'm with him [pointing at Keeya, who identifies as bhuti],
[then] I leave him by the corner, [and then] I'm with her [pointing to another participant].
[…]
Keeya: Sharing is caring [laughter].
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Itumeleng: As long as I don't know, it's fine. Because even if you go to straight people,
cheating is there.
Phoebe: Absolutely.
Gorata: Not in my world. Sharing is not caring.
Phoebe: Not in your world?
Dikeledi: Me neither.
Gorata: We can share everything, but not...
Dikeledi: Me neither, like it's not something I would [do]. Say, I'm dating her and then I get
asked out and then I date him and I wait. It's just something [I do], I stick to one relationship
[and] then when it's over I go to my next one.
[…]
Keeya: We can share everything, but…
Keletso: Not while I eat, it’s wrong.
Phoebe: So how many can one go with in one go? How many girls can one go [with] in one
go concurrently? So can one have 3 or 4 or 5…?
Keeya: More than that.
Phoebe: You can have more than that?
Keletso: You can have more than that.
Keneilwe: One in every ekasi [community].
Phoebe: How many?
[…]
Keletso: 9 women.
Phoebe: 9 women?
Keletso: Yes, truly speaking.
Phoebe: Yhea and…
Keeya: Plus/Minus 10.
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Phoebe: Plus/Minus 10?
Keeya: Because I'm taking one of his [pointing at Keletso].
Phoebe: One of his, yhea?
Keletso: And it's not fair.
Phoebe: And how do you feel about that?
Keeya: Good, perfect.
Keletso: It's Mchaw [amazing] when you stress with this one [meaning the relationship is
becoming stressful], I'm coming to this one. This one is not going to stress me; we go
together.
Keeya: You can even stay with them not knowing. I'm like that [laughter].
Dikeledi: Open relationship!
(Focus Group discussion, Vosloorus township, Johannesburg)

As the above conversation demonstrates, the practice of having multiple concurrent partners is not
welcomed by all lesbians. From this conversation, I also draw out the tension between sexual
enjoyment and pleasure, and what may be considered as risk behaviours. However, multiple
concurrent partners seemed to be widely practiced and accepted—framed as sexual freedom in the
discussion in the preceding section. There was specific language to refer to the different ‘statuses’ or
privileges of partners, such as ‘main chick/woman’ and ‘side chick/woman’ (also called ‘deodorant,’
‘arm pit,’ ‘party woman,’ and ‘trophy woman.’ Keeya and Keletso are both bhuti and engage with the
isoka phenomenon I introduced in chapter 2. This plays out within traditional roles of masculinity
and heteronormative sexual scripts in which multiple concurrent partnerships are practiced within
the heterosexual community as well. For instance, the Higher Education HIV/AIDS Programme
(HEAIDS 2010) research report observes multiple concurrent partnerships in 19% of male students
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and 6% of female students in higher educational institutions.120 Noting that multiple concurrent
relationships have been noted as one of the drivers of the HIV epidemic in Sub-Saharan Africa, such
behaviours amongst WSW decentre the zero-risk myth and highlight the vulnerability of women in
same-sex relations to HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. Multiple concurrent relationships,
in combination with other factors that will be discussed below—such as unprotected sex—certainly
increases one’s risk of HIV infection.
One of the behavioural markers deemed to be a risk with regard to HIV and AIDS is the early
onset of sexual activity. Young people are at the centre of the global HIV/AIDS pandemic. They also
are the world’s greatest hope in the struggle against this fatal disease. Early on in the epidemic,
organisations such as UNAIDS, UNICEF, and the World Health Organisation (WHO) were quick to
point out that ‘we know that early adolescence, from the ages of 10 to 14, is a time when enduring
patterns of healthy behaviour can be established, including postponing the onset of sexual activity,
which can quell the spread of HIV/AIDS’ (UNICEF, UNAIDS and WHO 2002:7). Establishing healthy
patterns from the start is easier than changing risky behaviours that are already deeply entrenched.
Although instances of sexual activity at a very young age are on the decline—and seems to be a
success story amongst their peers—women in same-sex relationships seem to have been left out.
This is demonstrated in the following conversation with Fundiswa, a 17-year-old butch lesbian from
Mbekweni township in Paarl, Western Cape:

Phoebe: So, have you ever dated a boy or never?
Fundiswa: No.
Phoebe: […] [You] never dated boys, so you grew up knowing you like girls?
Fundiswa: Yes.
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The HEAIDS’ (2010) research study notes that ‘whereas concurrent partners are not openly acknowledged
or accepted within relationships there is, in many cases, a tacit social acceptance of both men and women
having more than one partner, and friends may often protect individuals from what they know about their
partner’s concurrent relationships. Concurrent sexual partnership was measured in the present survey as
people who had more than one partner in the past month’ (3).
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Phoebe: Ok, when did you first have feelings for girls?
Fundiswa: [Long pause] in grade 6.
Phoebe: Grade 6.
Fundiswa: Yah.
Phoebe: Ok, and how old were you when you […] had your first relationship?
Fundiswa: 12/13.
Pheobe: 12/13. Ok, and what was it like, that first experience?
Fundiswa: [quickly responds before I complete the question]: It was a very nice, in grade 5, it
was like growing up a girl, being young, it was nice, like dating, saying ‘dude, there goes my
girlfriend.’ I saw my girlfriend yesterday [tone of voice changes], yah and then you write love
letters and stuff, like ‘I love you.’ Then in grade 6, it develops into something serious like…
Phoebe: Ok, and when did you first have sex then?
Fundiswa: In grade 7.
Pheobe: And how old were you in grade 7?
Fundiswa: [chuckles] I was 13.
Phoebe: Ok, and was it with a femme girl? Was she 13 as well, or how old was she?
Fundiswa: She was 13 as well.
Phoebe: Ok, and did you know what to do?
Fundiswa: Yah.

The above conversation highlights the early onset of sexual encounters, in this case at the age of 13
for both Fundiswa and her lover. Yet, there are hardly any interventions regarding safe sex for young
lesbian girls, who are left to fend for themselves.
Furthermore, there are more individual risk factors. For instance, some butch lesbians
openly (and often) engaged in relationships with ‘straight’ women. Additionally, the questionnaire
data points out that a significant number of participants had a relationship with men in the
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preceding year (8.1% with both men and women, and 4.3% only with men). The focus group
discussions revealed that although bisexual women were known to exist within the lesbian
community, due to discrimination and stigmatisation (as they were accused of bringing HIV to the
group), they were more covert.121 As a result of this lack of openness with regard to bisexuality I was
unable to interview any bisexual women. All of the behaviours under consideration here have to be
understood within the framework of safe sex, the lack of which increases one’s risk and vulnerability
to HIV and STIs.
Additionally, some of the sexual acts WSW practice place them at risk, namely sex during
menstruation. Questionnaire data revealed that having sex with one’s partner during menstruation
was reported at 37% for both Cape Town and Johannesburg, the majority of whom (at 30%) were
from Johannesburg. Of those who had sex during menstruation, only 10% stated that they used
some form of protection (8.4% in Johannesburg, and 1.5% in Cape Town). As one focus group
participant stated: ‘a steak tastes well when it’s half-done/rare,’ equating sex during menstruation
to eating a ‘rare steak,’ which they considered enjoyable.122 The focus group discussion transcribed
below brings out some of these issues.

Phoebe: […] Now, let’s hone in something that is really important and that is […] protection,
protection during sex. Do we know of protection? And what do we know of…?
Lesedi: Lubrication. Lube smell horrible during sex, I […] just want to put it out there: lube is
horrible and those gloves [are too]. I tried it, I tried protection, never again.
Phoebe: So, lubes and gloves?
Lesedi: Yes, and never again. I will rather have one sexual partner than use those things
because they just make it awkward.
Phoebe: Okay, do we know of protection; do we know of what’s out there or not? What do
we know?
121
122

I address this issue at length in chapter 1 on everyday resistances of black township lesbian women.
Lesedi: femme-identified focus group participant from Thembisa Township, Johannesburg.
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Molebogo: I know about dental dams, that they are part of protection. But it’s not available,
so if I am just going to the clinic and looking for this, some nurses […] don’t even know
exactly what it is. So I would say we are limited when it comes to protection.
Khauhelo: Some of them you hear by the names, but we have never seen them. So it’s not
easy for us to say we use protection cause it’s so hard to find them. So you will find that we
know names, but some of them [referring to herself as well as to other WSW] have never
seen them.
Phoebe: Okay, other than my friend here, has anyone tried protection?
Bokang: NO!
[The group laughs.]
Phoebe: Why is that? I mean, is it lack of access? Is it lack of knowledge? Or we have tried it
but…?
Khauhelo: Lack of knowledge.
Molebogo: And access.
Lesedi: They are saying you can’t eat a sweet with a wrap on, like men say when they don’t
want to use [a] condom. They want it meaty meaty.

(Focus group discussion in Thembisa Township, Johannesburg.)

The commonly reported and practiced sexual acts were oral sex (licking), fingering, vagina-to-vagina
sex as well as anal sex, which for some may increase the risk, especially when carried out without
protection during menstruation if one partner is HIV positive. The high level of stigma in the WSW
community towards lesbians and bisexual women who are HIV positive promotes an air of silence
and thus leads to non-disclosure of HIV status. Although the questionnaire data shows that a
significant number of participants knew of available means for protection for WSW during sex—such
as dental dams, finger cots, latex gloves, etc.—use of these devices was minimal. This was reiterated
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in most focus group discussions, showing that knowledge and perceptions of risk are not translated
into behavioural changes. What this affirms is that a significant number of participants were aware
of the risks associated with lesbian sex, thus dismissing the prevalent zero-risk myth. This was
confirmed in the questionnaire data, which showed that knowledge of means of protection was
relatively high, at 60.4% (of which 26% were from Cape Town). Yet, only 8.6% of research
participants actually used protection most of the time in the preceding 30 days to responding to the
questionnaire, indicating that knowledge does not equate to use. That said, the main reasons that
arose for not using protection during sex were that ‘it ruins spontaneity.’ The overwhelming majority
stated that ‘flesh to flesh’ is better and much more enjoyable. However, as pointed out by the above
focus group discussion, issues of accessibility need to be acknowledged, given the fact that only two
main NGOs—one in Cape Town and one in Johannesburg—supplied such protection resources, many
of which had restricted availability, mostly due to limited funding.
Another factor that contributes to individual vulnerabilities is the impoverished conditions in
the townships—a remnant of apartheid, as addressed in chapter 1. Unemployment levels are
soaring, especially amongst WSW. These high unemployment levels are fuelled by the low numbers
of school leavers gaining educational qualifications (with a significant number only attaining a high
school diploma); a notable number of school drop outs (with obvious implications for qualifications);
and discrimination on grounds of sexuality—for example refusal to wear the ‘feminine’ clothing
imposed by some companies. The link between poor economic conditions and HIV has long been
recognised by the global initiative to combat HIV. Stuart Gillespie, Suneetha Kadiyala and Robert
Greener (2007) highlight the

postulated dynamic of poverty (possibly itself fuelled by AIDS) is increasingly placing
individuals from poor households at greater risk of exposure to HIV via the economicallydriven adoption of risky behaviours. Poverty and food insecurity are thought to increase
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sexual risk taking, particularly among women who may engage in transactional sex to
procure food for themselves and their children (Gillespie, Kadiyala & Greener 2007: 1).

The above rings true for WSW, and could equally apply to narratives of transactional (as well as
commercial) sex, both within the LGBTQI and heterosexual community.

Social Factors
Homophobia and discrimination keep WSW from participating in certain types of ‘meaningful’
organisations such as churches or youth groups (cf. Poundstone, Strathdee & Celentano 2004).
Additionally, a common socialising theme amongst LGBTQI groups is the consumption of large
amounts of alcohol. At ‘official’ occasions, such as gay prides, consumption of large amounts of
alcohol was an expectation, in addition to ‘scoring a chick’ or picking up a girl. Further, marijuana use
was also common in certain LGBTQI township spaces, as the following conversation from the
Mbekweni township focus group demonstrates.

Phoebe: Okay, are other drugs common?
Anathi: Weed.
Aphiwe: Weed is part of being a lesbian. If you don’t smoke weed, you are not part of the
crew. It’s like when you go to a place with 10 of us when somebody takes it out; everybody
would be like ‘wow let’s go smoke, where did you buy it?’ Then they would have some more.
It’s not like a shock. Why [would it be?] Everyone smokes and I will also go buy [it and] then
we add [some more]. It’s not even much of a big deal lately.
Anathi: So mostly it’s alcohol and weed.

The relatively small size of the LGBTQI community (in comparison to the heterosexual community)
has also been a factor in the sharing and circulation of partners. As some focus group participants
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put it, ‘everyone sleeps with everyone in the end.’ Whilst this may result in some sort of web or
sexual network, for some of the lesbian women who ended up dating ‘straight’ women, one of the
motivations was to break away from this sexual network.
Women in same-sex relations in South Africa have borne the brunt of homophobia. Sexual
and physical violence are rife, including, yet certainly not limited to, what is commonly referred to as
‘corrective’ rape. The brutal murder of black lesbians is a frequent occurrence. The justice system
has been slow to respond to many of these incidences, which has created an air of impunity. The
questionnaire data notes a significant level of forced sex reported at 11.5% with men and 10.3% with
women the majority of whom were partners/spouses. This is in line with a study from Sandfort et al.
(2013), which centres forced sex as a risk factor for self-reported HIV infection among Southern
African lesbian and bisexual women.

Structural Factors
Poundstone et al. (2004) identify five main categories of structural-level factors relevant to HIV/AIDS
epidemiology: structural violence and discrimination; legal structures; demographic change; the
policy environment; and war and militarisation—the first four of which apply to black women in
same-sex relationships in South African townships. With regard to structural violence, they add that
it most frequently manifests itself in patterns of discrimination based on race, ethnicity, gender,
sexual orientation, and HIV status. For WSW in South Africa—as discussed at length in the
introductory chapter and chapter 1—decades of institutionalised racism have left their mark and are
still very visible in today’s townships, with high levels of unemployment and poor access to utilities,
social services, and health services—all of these factors being deeply embedded in narratives of
poverty. Other colonial legacies are the heteronormative and penis-centric ideological underpinnings
pervasive in all spheres of society—narratives that have led to the exclusion of WSW from discourses
of risk and vulnerability to HIV and AIDS. A small study that was conducted for the Triangle Project in
Cape Town by Henderson, Cloete and van Zyl (2011) shows how dominant notions associating HIV
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risk with heterosexual sex, and positioning women as the ‘most’ vulnerable, have focused
programmes on the heterosexual transmission of HIV because only heterosexual sex is seen as ‘real’
sex, which is centred on penis-vagina peneration. This penile-centred approach has included MSM,
but excludes WSW, because supposedly, in the absence of a penis, risk and vulnerability to HIV and
AIDS disappears all together. This has translated into health care professionals working within a
predominantly heteronormative framework and thus being largely ignorant about the vulnerability
of WSW to HIV or other STIs.
Along those lines, questionnaire data revealed that health care service providers were
inaccessible to WSW, emphasising the lack of knowledge held by health care service providers on
the subject of lesbian sexuality, as well as a lack of WSW related safety packs—noting that many
mainstream clinics now supply MSM safety packs. A small sample of questionnaire input in the
quotes below demonstrates this:

Questionnaire participant #92 JHB: I myself knowing that I sleep with lesbian women, I want
to protect myself and my girlfriend. So having lesbian safety packs at the clinics would help a
lot, because we as well want to protect ourselves, but we can’t get accessibility to the safety
packs.
Questionnaire participant #94 JHB: Teach nurses in clinics about safety packs and make
sexual need pack[s] available at all times.
Questionnaire participant #36 CT: Because of my sexuality, the media, clinics etc. do not
cater for me. They usually cater for straight people.

(Questionnaire respondents from Johannesburg)
Despite HIV activists and activism addressing stigma in many areas of society, much still remains.
Stigma and narratives of denial related to suspected infection cause many people to delay or refuse
testing. The South African National AIDS Council (SANAC 2015) Stigam Index for people living with
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HIV (PLHIV) points out that South Africa has made good progress in dealing with HIV related stigmas
and that the levels are relatively low when analysing different stigmas independently of each other.
The SANAC Stigma Index report adds that ‘when composite scores of external and internal scores are
analysed, the report shows that there is still a moderate level of stigma affecting about one-third of
PLHIV who took part in the study’ (3). Unsurprisingly, the report shows that internalised stigma is
still a major challenge in South Africa, as more than 40% of PLHIV expressed feelings of internalised
stigma (ibid). Stigma is a structural barrier, not only towards getting tested and seeking medication,
but also towards living openly with HIV. Stigma affects the lesbian, bisexual, and transgender
communities in townships, as the following quote demonstrates:

Aphiwe: It’s a group, it’s a national group [referring to the Treatment for Action Campaign
(TAC)], whereby they go out […] for ARVs [meaning the TAC works with, and promotes,
access to anti-retroviral treatment]. So now immediately, now you get […] [information from
the] Triangle Project. We are busy with our homosexuality. If you are HIV [positive] then you
can go to TAC, the other group. Then you are going to sort yourself out, even if they don’t say
it like that, they act and you are going to feel that the space is closed, there is no more space
for you. Either you have straight friends or people from those support groups, then you hang
out with them, because lesbians are like ‘no, no, no, and then I am going to tell all my friends
that don’t date her, she is HIV positive. Stay here, find someone here.’
Phoebe: So there is a lot of stigmatisation and exclusion if somebody comes out as HIV+,
whereas for men, MSM, it’s different?
Aphiwe: Well, MSM care less, they are care free, they don’t care. They talk about it, here at
the meeting they talk about. Those who want to talk about it, they talk about it. It’s not a big
deal. But with us, it’s a […] big deal.

(Focus Group Discussion from Mbekweni township, Cape Town)
211

Collectively, the above mentioned structural barriers contribute to an air of silence with regard to
HIV especially for women in same-sex relationships. For HIV positive lesbian and bisexual women,
their exclusion and marginalisation from the LB community is clearly laid out in the above
conversation. Additionally, Matebeni (2011) and Johnson (2009) contend that currently, lesbian
women’s vulnerability is exacerbated by their exclusion from HIV-related policies and interventions,
which have historically followed a heterosexist and heteronormative approach—a heteronormative
network cognisant of MSM—underpinning the idea of ‘real sex’ as linked to the penis.

4.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I set out to respond to the fundamental question of how black township women in
same-sex relationships construct their sexuality by responding to two main sub-questions, namely:
How does sex and desire manifest in this context for black township women in same-sex
relationships; and how do black township women in same-sex relationships construct their
vulnerabilities to HIV and other STIs? To answer these two sub-questions, I first of all de-linked sex
and desire from discourses of disease and sexual reproductive health—discourses through which
African sexuality has been read and fashioned. Secondly, I foregrounded the vulnerabilities of black
township women in same-sex relationships to HIV and other STIs, with regard to which they have
largely been ignored.
For the de-coupling, I began by highlighting that knowledge production and epistemology
with regard to sex and sexuality have largely followed a colonial rhetoric that privileges
heteronormativity, reproduction and disease, thus making invisible desire, eroticism, and nonheteronormative sexual practices, such as those of women who have sex with women. This has
resulted in the misrepresentation (or over-representation) of African sexuality through prisms of
reproduction, overpopulation, disease, and sexual violence. Inspired by decolonial scholars (Bakshi
Jivraj & Posocco 2016; Mignolo 2016), I have engaged in a decolonial move of de-linking sex and
sexuality from the prevailing hegemonies of heteronormativity. In doing so, I have brought to the
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fore different aspects of eroticism, desire, and sexual practices, stepping away from the dominant
colonial, biomedical, heteronormative episteme (Tamale 2011), thus shedding light on diverse sexual
experiences. Through decolonialising prisms, this chapter provided insights into sexual desire,
pleasure, and the sexual arrangements of women in same-sex relationships through a nonheteronormative framework. Lesbian and bisexual women in South African townships have
produced intelligible counter-sexual scripts that elevate sexual arrangements, such as 50/50, thus
centring egalitarianism, sexual desire and mutual enjoyment. From a decolonial perspective, this
chapter has thus brought to light multiple stories and aspects of sex, desire, and sexuality.
However, as women bear the brunt of HIV in South Africa, the vulnerability of women in
same-sex relationships can no longer be ignored. Most initiatives related to fighting and preventing
HIV/AIDS have primarily followed a heteronormative approach, conceiving of HIV/AIDS as a
‘generalised’ epidemic. Only recently have MSM been recognised, yet still within the confines of
penis-centric logic, according to which ‘real sex’ involves a penis. This leaves WSW out of the
equation, denying an important component of HIV/AIDS related problematics in South Africa—the
epicentre of the epidemic. This chapter provides new insights into the vulnerabilities of WSW to HIV,
something that has not been done yet in such a comprehensive manner with a combination of
statistics, focus group discussions and in-depth interviews covering metropoles such as Cape Town
and Johannesburg. Undeniably, certain sexual practices place women in same-sex relationships at
risk. These practices were looked at individually and in a diverse manner, engaging with a social
model of epidemiology. Vulnerabilities included multiple concurrent partners; minimal use of
protection during sex due to lack of access and/or disinterest; sex during menstruation; sex with
men; forced sex; structural factors, such as homophobia and heterosexism; and socio-economic
factors. As data from this research is based on self-reporting, the presence of HIV amongst the
participants could be under-reported, given that a significant number did not disclose their HIV
status. More epidemiological studies need to be conducted, especially focussing on the ways in
which HIV is transmitted amongst WSW in order to develop targeted interventions.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Conclusions
My research brings to light an intersectional and decolonial approach, the first of its kind in relation to
black female same-sex sexuality in South Africa. I engage with social justice, critical methodologies
and approaches that decenter imperialistic/colonial perspectives on African female sexuality. In
addition, the research project stands out by combining qualitative and quantitative approaches.
Moreover, the fact that over 70% of the respondents were under the age of 30 brings a new
generation of women involved in same-sex intimacies into the limelight, who have hitherto not been
paid specific attention to, either in South Africa or in a global context. This thesis therefore exposes
the ‘pleasures and dangers’ of the sexual lives that black township lesbians have constructed under
extremely difficult circumstances.
The key paradox that lies at the heart of the current lived experiences of black township
women in same-sex relationships is South Africa’s Constitution and the fact that these legal freedoms
remain largely inaccessible, especially to these women. On the one hand, South Africa is said to have
one of the most progressive constitutions in the world and the first of its kind to offer protection from
discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender, disability and religion. On the other hand, women
in same-sex relationships experience high levels of homophobia, violence, unemployment, and
prevailing heterosexism. From a sexuality rubric, this contradiction can be pinned down to historical
colonial narratives that have compulsorily marked all Africans as heterosexual and have alienated
same-sex relationships from African-ness. The remnants of these narratives are still evident in South
Africa, which is to say that sexuality was central to the colonial project. An intersectional and
decolonial approach to African same-sex sexuality was therefore essential, not only to illuminate
narratives that were agential and truthful to the women I interviewed and interacted with, but also to
interrogate the paradoxes in South Africa. This then contributes to African ecologies of knowledge
that attempt to break away from colonial imaginations of African sexuality—a process dubbed by
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decolonial scholars as epistemicide. Thus, by necessity, this thesis needed to be two-tiered: not only
to bring to light the material realities of black township women in same-sex relationships, but also in
order to contribute to democratised knowledges on South African female same-sex sexuality—
knowledge that has until now been predominantly addressed through unidimensional prisms that
grossly misrepresented African sexuality. Only this dual-tiered approach had the discursive power to
expose the multiple exclusions at work, both at a material level and at the level of knowledge
production itself. Therefore, through an explicitly intersectional and decolonial lens, this thesis has
brought to light the inner sexual lives of black women in same-sex intimacies as well as how they think
about themselves sexually (Wekker 2006). By working with their own language(s), I have illuminated
structures of township love, kinship, labour, and survival, thus contributing to new ways of thinking
about black women’s sexuality, and in the process adding to ecologies of knowledge.
To that end, I found out that this born free generation are carving out their own lives against
a backdrop of spaces that have been constructed as almost exclusively heterosexual—spaces blighted
by violence and homophobia, as well as high levels of economic inequality. These women are
(re)claiming some of those heterosexual spaces corrupted by Christian and colonial narratives that
have led to contemporary claims that homosexuality is ‘un-African.’ As I have argued, they do so
through cultural labour, working towards more inclusive environments and institutions such as the
family and the church where they have created spaces of belonging. As well, the women engage in
activism to gain recognition and visibility. The question of how black township women in same-sex
relationships construct their sexualities provided this thesis with its central avenue of enquiry. It soon
became clear that there is no single narrative or construction that can adequately describe the lives
and experiences of my research participants, either within the townships themselves, or more broadly
across the cities they fringe (in this case, Cape Town and Johannesburg). By drawing upon various
narratives and the lived experiences of these women three central narratives were identified and
subsequently presented.
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2. The Three Narratives
In response to the first sub-question of how black lesbian township women constitute their identities
in an environment dominated by heterosexual discourses, the first narrative, the infra-political
narrative, presents how these women resist whilst creating spaces of belonging at an individual,
communal and national level. Greatly inspired by James Scott’s (1990) notion of ‘infra-politics’—
describing how people act in their everyday lives in ways that might undermine hegemonic power
structures—I presented how township women enact being both African and homosexual in the
heterosexual township space. I work with the concept of belonging, revealing the contradictions
between legal rights on the one hand, and the reality of being part of township communities on the
other, while centring ubuntu. I code this tension between resistance and the creation of spaces of
belonging as the undertaking of cultural labour, through which black township women deploy
strategies such as: establishing networks with other women who identify as lesbian; negotiating
motherhood when opting for IVF as opposed to being impregnated by a man thus facilitating their
acceptance within kinship structures and local communities without having to compromise through
sexual contact with a man; working with family members who are allies to negotiate customary
traditions such as ilobolo (bride wealth) thus showing the expandability of traditional customs
especially when this very tradition was primarily fronted by the South African National House of
Traditional Leaders that same-sex marriage goes against such traditions; and giving and receiving
financial support in times of need or unemployment emphasized through ubuntu. Through a double
move of deconstruction, targeted at the singular heterosexual portrayal of African sexuality, and
reconstruction of a more diverse account of sexuality, I have offered a new decolonial way of rethinking female same-sex sexuality, in which ubuntu becomes central for re-existence.
The second narrative responds to the sub-question of how black township women in samesex relationships construct their sexuality by first responding to an important sub-question: How are
expressions of gender produced in this same-sex context? I call this narrative the gender identification
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narrative. I found a relatively high percentage of a masculine gendered expression at 65%. I present
the performance of South African lesbianism, specifically as it is expressed through masculinities—
South African female masculinities who I refer to as bhuti - and how they draw on similar resources as
male-bodied subjects to enact their masculinities, accruing to the overall township and national
masculine capital. I present the resources and technologies that are made intelligible to produce
masculinity, for instance, through a specifically masculine dressing/the dress code, how some bhuti
draw on traditional expressions, such as the iSoka (the popular polygynous lifestyle) as well as
childhood play which is encoded in masculinity. One of my research findings is a complex masculine
gender system, in which masculinity is not the sole preserve of biological males and I link this to the
genealogical continuities of female masculinities—such as mukadzirume (man-woman)—that have
historically contributed to this overall masculine capital. This underlines the fact that various bodies
can produce masculinities and femininities beyond the biological classifications even though the
overwhelming discourse is the rejection of female masculinities in South Africa, as evidenced by high
levels of hate crimes. This radically different gender understanding ‘changes the terms of the
conversation’ thereby producing decolonial knowledge (Mignolo and Wannamaker 2015).
The third narrative responds to the sub-questions of how sex and desire manifest in black
township women in same-sex relationships, and how they perceive their vulnerability to sexual health
risks posed by HIV and other STIs? I call this the narrative of pleasure and danger. These two
questions drew out how black township women in same-sex relationships navigate the tension
between desire, lust, and love, and the possibility of contracting sexually transmitted diseases. On the
one hand, I centre the sexual freedom expressed through multiple short lived relationships and sexual
arrangements black township women make intelligible—such as 50/50 the most commonly practiced
sexual practice—exemplifying the reciprocal and egalitarian nature of mutual sexual pleasure as well
as how sex is organised. I read such arrangements as counter-sexual scripts, as an instance of delinking from the dominant heteronormative scripts thus giving substance to a radically different
imagination of African same-sex sexuality. The decolonial knowledge produced here signifies a form
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of ‘re-building to re-exist’ (Mignolo 2016). On the other hand, this exploration has highlighted the
risks of HIV and other STIs through socio-epidemiological prisms – involving a triangulation of
qualitative and quantitative data. For instance I found sexual risks posed by certain sexual practices,
such as having sex during menstruation; minimal use of protection during sex; in addition to sexual
violence; placing HIV prevalence at 8.7% for black lesbian women in Johannesburg. However, it isn’t
enough to chart the alarming numbers as well as risks of women succumbing to HIV and other STIs
staying within socio-epidemiological parameters, which have a tendency to re-invent colonial
narratives. Urgently, something concrete needs to be done.

3. Different Strategies
In this section, I present some of the important ways in which black township lesbian women are
performing cultural labour by designing strategies for inclusion in different social domains which are
heterosexually coded.
The first strategy – a linguistic and stylistic strategy - entails the formulation of a plethora of
terms to designate themselves. Contrary to the muteness of historical same-sex behaviours, which
had no specific labels/identity in Africa south of the Sahara, most black township women have now
embraced their lesbian identity. For many, this identity goes hand in hand with visibility, as well as
specific identity labels—including the term lesbian, but also terms such as butch, bhuti, stud, boi,
femme, sisi, and isitabane. These discourses of visibility go hand in hand with black lesbian women
carving out and establishing fashion trends, as a pronounced infra-political hidden transcript.
Illustrative of these trends are straight caps, baggy pants, sneakers and skinny jeans. Deborah Posel
(2004) also postulates how, entangled within neoliberalism and consumption discourses, style, dress
and accessories have become a statement of sexual capital. Moreover, I note that I did not get into
the detailed nuances of how fashion and other behavioural traits play within the various expressions
of female masculinities, as those detailed by Moore (2011).
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The second strategy comprises variation in gender expression. Different gender expressions
are visible in different relationship formations. The most common form, namely bhuti/femme
relationship, while this has seen some level of acceptance in the broader township community, this
formation saw some level of social policing within the lesbian and bisexual community. This is to be
expected, given the history of sexual policing in South Africa—first through colonialism and later
through apartheid. This sexual policing was rigid and very much subject to surveillance in some
instances. Prevailing social policing manifests itself in the rigid boundaries that support the
hetero/homo binary. The policing tends to concentrate on bhuti, meaning for instance that
performing as bhuti excludes feminine behaviours, dressing in feminine attire and being in
relationship with another bhuti. It is worth noting in passing here, that Graeme Reid (2005) has found
similar rigid adherence to masculine and feminine ideals among men in same-sex relationships in
Ermelo, Mpumalanga. I found this sexual and gender policing to be more enforced in Cape Town than
in Johannesburg. Cape Town is known as the ‘pink city’—the gay capital of Africa (albeit
predominantly in a white context). Therefore, the inevitable question that arises is: Could the fact that
the city lies at the heart of white queer tourism in Africa have anything to do with this rigidity? How
does what Alexander (2001) refers to as the discourse of recolonization and nativisation of the ‘third
world’ queer body in gay tourism industry play into this? Could the history of mine-marriages and
black political activism regarding same-sex relationships in Johannesburg actually contribute to less
rigidity? How is violence against black township women in same-sex relationships entangled in this?
All of these questions remain unexplored in this study, which calls for a more in-depth examination on
the histories of same-sex relationships in Cape Town and Johannesburg.
The third strategy is the marriage and parenthood strategy. As this thesis has shown, a
number of black township women in same-sex relationships had been accepted by their families or
immediate relatives for who they are—albeit after a life-long cultivation of labour, given that most felt
different from a very young age. For those who had been accepted, the issue of same-sex sexuality
was not their main concern in relation to family conflict—it was more with regard to issues
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surrounding marriage and parenthood that tensions arose. My research data shows different
dimensions of ubuntu and heterosexism: on the one hand, traditions, such as customary marriages,
are subject to rigid boundaries around traditions, whilst on the other hand displaying a certain
flexibility that might lead to full acceptance. These tensions are therefore most visible within
traditional marriage practices—such as ilobolo—but also in the preference for modern technologies
of IVF for conception. In the case of ilobolo, perhaps this tension lies within what Yarbrough (2014)
offers as reasons for its importance, which include: ‘circulating resources within and across families,
building caring relationships between the families, constructing appropriate ethnic and gendered
identities, and maintaining good spiritual relations with deceased ancestors’ (17). From this edifice of
ilobolo that Yarbrough presents, it shows that there are significant variations within this practice,
which gives it both its diverse and contested meanings, but also point towards a practice that is not
only shared, but, more pointedly, authoritative—a social construct from which women in same-sex
relationships can become excluded. This research only scratched the surface of these different
variations, and this calls for more in-depth investigation to shed light on how same-sex relationships
interact and interrupt traditional practices—such as ilobolo and ubuntu. Moreover, symbolically
gendered implications are imbued in traditional practices such as ilobolo, and thus South Africa’s
female masculinities—bhuti—are in many instances denied access to masculine capital in such
traditions, despite their often visible cultural labour towards the acquisition of the symbolic masculine
capital. What becomes particularly clear in this research is the relative success marriage and
parenthood strategy in the case of ilobolo for some lesbian women, however bhuti have not been as
successful in warding off their alienation and the violence aimed against them. This point has been
foregrounded by many, such as Nkuzi Nkabinde (2008) who poignantly addresses ‘corrective rape’
and violence against black lesbian women whose gender expression is masculine, which are driven by
regimes of patriarchy, toxic masculinities and misogyny.
Entangled within this social rejection of lesbian women are heteropatriarchal norms partly
informed by religion. I call the fourth strategy a religious strategy. Religion indeed represents a highly
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contested terrain, with evident risks of rejection that are in conflict with both the notions and
practices of belonging—which came across more visibly in Johannesburg than in Cape Town. Some of
the research participants in Johannesburg had indeed found spaces on inclusion, one even attaining
the level of pastor-ship in this institution that largely promotes and endorses the narrative that
homosexuality is ‘sin’. This tension echoes the dual role religion played during apartheid and
colonialism, when religion was both used to enforce the ideals of apartheid and its subjugation of
people of colour, and played a role in the liberation movement that opposed apartheid. However,
could the visibility of religion in Johannesburg flagged up in this study merely be a reflection of the
spaces where religion was more visible, such as in Soweto—where it was also a feature in the
liberation struggle against apartheid? The conspicuous lack of information calls for research to
understand the differences in the religious demographics between Cape Town and Johannesburg, and
how these play a role in the in/exclusion of black people in same-sex relationships.
The fifth strategy is that of Ubuntu. Even though the township was a contested space in terms
of sexuality, it was very much loved by those living there, and most had future plans to further
develop their lives and to grow old in these townships. It is home, with many expressing affectionate
feelings for the space. Ubuntu lies at the heart of these feeling of affection, echoing what Donaldson
et al. (2013) discovered, namely that ubuntu was cited by their respondents as what they liked most
about living in the township. They note that clearly, the philosophy of ubuntu, coupled with the
vibrant township culture, was very dear to their respondents. Something else that came across
strongly in my own research was the supportive nature of the interactions both between people
generally and black township lesbians—both emotionally and materially. People are always ready to
help each other out with transport money in order to take a taxi to an interview; to buy airtime
(telephone credit) to make phone calls about job inquiries; or to find accommodation for those who
have nowhere to stay. These actions may be largely invisible, yet they work within the ubuntu
framework to support and shoulder one another—a fundamental survival strategy, given the high
levels of inequality and multiple exclusions that lesbian women face. Here, ubuntu works alongside
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the human rights framework. For instance the LGBTI NGOs which lobby for accessibility of women in
same-sex relationships to jobs, work alongside the supportive system among lesbian women which
operates if one is in of need telephone credit to call in to inquire about a job or money for transport
to go in for a job interview.
Through enactment of cultural labour, these strategies therefore try to expand on existing
practices and institutions to include women in same-sex relationships; they are about in/exclusion in
South African townships. They open up spaces of belonging in line with ubuntu in a normative
heterosexual context contributing to pluralised narratives - or what Mignolo & Wannamaker (2015)
refer to as pluriversal horizons - of sexuality and survival in post-apartheid South Africa.

4. Recommendations
In addition to some of the research related recommendations discussed above, based on the findings
of this research, I would like to offer the following recommendations:
1. What came across clearly from this study is the inherently tense nature of Ubuntu—an
inclusive philosophy, yet one that at times excludes those who are deemed not to be
heterosexual. In a context in which there are inconsistencies between the constitution and
legal environment on the one hand, and lived experiences on the other, belonging becomes a
crucial praxis to work with, and one in which ubuntu largely works. The idea of ubuntu as a
potential key intervention that could address heterosexism, homophobia, and the exclusion
of black people in same-sex relationships has gone largely unexplored. Recalling that ubuntu
played a role in the truth and reconciliation process (despite some pitfalls in the process), it is
a conciliatory tool that has proven its worth. Tapping into the already inclusive dimensions of
ubuntu with regard to black queer people, this can be both capitalised and expanded upon to
work with, and include, traditional leaders and church leaders, both of whom play a crucial
role in their communities. Indeed, there are small groups making a difference, such as gogos
for gays (meaning ‘grandmothers for gays’) in Cape Town, whose efforts could be emulated
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elsewhere in tandem with working with allies such as traditional leaders, church leaders,
family, friends, and grass-root civil societies in townships.123 Of course, this requires financial
resources, the acquisition of which could be a central (unifying) focus for organisations
addressing LGBTQI+ issues in township communities.
2. The police and justice systems have wretchedly failed black people in same-sex relationships.
This has historically been the case. However, there is some level of improvement with regard
to the establishment of the rapid response group for hate crimes and murders, although
these interventions and resources allocated to them remain meagre. Resources need to be
directed towards the police and justice system, as training on issues of sexuality and open
dialogues with the police and legal personnel represent preeminent ways in which to address
prevailing narratives of heterosexism and homophobia. This could be incorporated into
existing programs of awareness raising, training, and dialogue related to gender and women.
3. One area where multiple exclusions were conspicuously revealed was in reference to the HIV
‘zero-risk’ myth—as expressed through the marginalisation of lesbian women’s access to
sexual health services, including (but not limited to) HIV and AIDS. These vulnerabilities, as
this study shows, are real and very present in the daily lives of black township women in
same-sex relationships and require urgent, targeted attention and intervention. Except for
the CDC study (see Shirley K. Chan et al. 2014), epidemiological studies on female-to-female
HIV transmission are largely absent—a fact that only enforces the ‘zero-risk’ myth. In
addition, very few sociological or socio-epidemiological studies have been conducted on the
sexual health risks faced by African women in same-sex relationships. All of these narratives
highlight the need for the urgent recognition of black lesbian women in sexual health
initiatives. Despite this neglect, black township women in same-sex relationships have curved
out a niche—a space in which they express themselves—often drawing on egalitarianism

123
Gogos for gays is a grassroot civil society organisation, started by grandmothers in support of their
grandchildren who are gay, in a few Cape Town townships. It was being supported by the Triangle Project
through their community out-reach operation.
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through sexual pleasure and desire. However, the negotiation of this double-sided coin of
pleasure versus sexual health related risks takes place in an environment that is often underresourced, and where access to any means of protection from sexually transmitted infections
is meagre. After lobbying at the 2015 SA AIDS conference, 2016 saw the launch of the
National LGBTI Framework 2017-2022—the first of its kind in South Africa. This framework
pays specific attention to women who have sex with women and the sexual health risks they
face in relation to HIV. It offers tangible plans and recommendations in recognition of these
women. However, what does not come across clearly is the urgency and necessity of
epidemiological studies into the modes of HIV transmission amongst women who engage in
same-sex intimacies—something that would shed light on possible interventions.
4. Noting that this is one of the first research to front contemporary South Africa’s female
masculinities, it is just that, a start! More research needs to be carried out on South African
female masculinities in a nuanced manner that foregrounds what is made intelligible with
masculine expressions as produced through the various masculine identification such as stud,
boi, isitabane. Are there differences in expression like those presented in Moore’s (2011)
work on African American lesbians or not? Along similar lines, more investigations need to be
carried out on both the behavioural expressions as well as different styles that femmes
deploy.
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APPENDIX 1 – QUESTIONNAIRE
Questionnaire on sexual health knowledge and practices as well as experiences of violence on
Lesbian, Bisexual, transgender and other women who have sex with women (WSW)

We thank you for taking a few minutes to complete this survey. This questionnaire aims to solicit
information on knowledge, attitudes and practices of sexual behaviours as well as experiences of
violence on and among Lesbian, bisexual, transgender and other WSW in peri-urban/townships and
rural areas in the Western Cape. In collaboration with the TRIANGLE PROJECT, we plan to compile
this information to gain a nuanced understanding of sexual health and sexual practices among
women in the Western Cape as well as contribute towards the development and/or improvement of
gender based and sexual health services for WSW.
Please answer all questions honestly. You may stop doing the survey at any time. Should you need
clarification on any given question, please ask the Research Assistant to clarify the question(s) for
you.
Please DO NOT put your name on this questionnaire.
By filling in this questionnaire, you are providing your consent. We would like to EMPHASIZE that all
information provided by participants will be kept CONFIDENTIAL and ANONYMOUS.
Should you require any further information on sexual health or services assisting with violence
against women, please see attached leaflet, which you may take home with you.

To be filled by Research Assistant
Research Assistant’s name: ________________________________________________
Today’s date (d d m m y y): _________________________________________________

If you have any questions or wish to make any additional comments, please contact Phoebe Kisubi
Mbasalaki on 0797398162 or the following e-mails: phoebe.kisubi@gmail.com or
P.K.Mbasalaki@uu.nl
Section 1 – Personal Information
Area of Residence/township name: _____________________________________________________
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How old are you? ___________________________________________________________________
Which Country were you born in? ______________________________________________________
Please identify your gender in the table below
Female
Male
Transgender
Other, please specify
Please identify your race in the table below
African
Coloured
White
Indian
Other, please specify
In the table below, please identify what language you speak most at home
Afrikaans
IsiXhosa
English
Other, please specify
Do you follow or belong to any faith or religion?
Yes
No
If yes, please identify your faith or religion in the table below
Christian
African Tradition
Muslim
Other, please specify
Please identify the highest level of education you have attained in the table below
No formal Education
Primary school
High school/Metric
College/polytechnic
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Other, please specify
242

Are you currently employed?
Yes
No
If you are employed, what kind of job is it?
__________________________________________________________________________________
If you are currently unemployed, what would you consider as the main reason for your
unemployment? (Please tick all that apply)
I lack the basic skills for a job
I have a disability
I have searched for jobs but so far failed to find one
I am a full-time stay at home (mother/sibling/care-giver)
I don’t want to work
I feel openly discriminated against because of my religion, age, gender,
sexuality (gay), HIV status, chronic illness etc. Please feel free to specify
which one applies to your situation.
Other, please specify

In the table below, please identify which category your monthly household income falls in?
Grant (please specify which one and how much)
Less than R1,000
R1,000 – R4,000
R5,000 – R9,000
R10,000 – R15,000
R16,000+
If you have children, please identify how many you have in the table below
1
2
3
4
5+
If you have any other dependants in your household, please identify as appropriate and mention
how many in the table below e.g. 1 parent and 2 cousins, 1 auntie etc.
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Parent(s)
Auntie(s)
Uncle(s)
Cousin(s)
Niece(s) and nephew(s)
Adoptee(s)
Others, please specify
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Section 2 – Sexual health
This section aims to collect information on sexual health in relation to Sexually Transmitted
Infections (STIs) including HIV
In all societies, people of consenting age find themselves in all sorts of sexual relationships. What
type of relationship currently best describes your situation? Please tick as appropriate
Same-sex (applicable to top 3)
Married
Co-habiting
Visiting relationship
Single
Other please specify

Opposite sex (applicable to top
3)

Sexual Orientation is a personal quality that inclines people to feel romantic or sexual attraction (or
a combination of these) to persons of the opposite sex or gender, the same sex or gender, or to both
sexes and more than one gender. Which quality below best describes your current situation?
Straight
Straight with some same-sex experience
Lesbian
Lesbian with some opposite sex experience
Bisexual
Other, please specify

Types of sexual partners – during the last 12 months, did you engage in oral sex, vaginal intercourse
and/or anal intercourse with anyone who was a female, male or transgender? Select all that apply
e.g. female with male only – oral and vaginal sex; female with female only – oral sex etc.
Oral sex

Female with male only
Female with female only
Female with both sexes
Other please specify

Vaginal sex

Anal sex

Number of sexual partners - In the last 12 months, how many partners have you had oral sex, vaginal
intercourse or anal intercourse with? Please select all that apply e.g. 1 partner, oral, vaginal and anal
sex; 1 partner, oral and vaginal sex; 2 partners oral sex etc.
1
2

Number of partners

Oral

Vaginal
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Anal

3
4
5
>5
In a relationship, people take on different roles (for instance one may take a leading role in
courtship), initiation of sex being one of them – in the current relationship with your partner(s), have
you ever initiated sex?
Never
At least once
50/50
Most of the time
Other, please specify

Sexual relationships these days involve a range of stimuli, some of which is the use of sex toys –
During the last twelve months, have you used sex toys with your sexual partner?
Never
At least once
50/50
Most of the time
Please indicate what sexual practices you have engaged in with women during the last twelve
months.
You rubbed your partners clitoris with your hand
Your partner rubbed your clitoris with her hand
You inserted your fingers into your partner’s vagina
Your partner inserted her fingers into your vagina
You inserted your fist (whole hand) into your partner’s vagina
Your partner inserted her fist (whole hand) into your vagina
You licked your partner’s clitoris and/or vagina with your tongue/mouth
Your partner licked your clitoris and/or vagina with her tongue/mouth
You inserted your fingers into your partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted her fingers into your anus/butt
You inserted your fist (whole hand) into your partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted her fist (whole hand) into your anus/butt
You licked your partner’s anus/butt with your tongue
Your partner licked your anus/butt with her tongue
You rubbed your breast against your partner’s vagina
Your partner rubbed her breast against your vagina
You rubbed your vagina against your partner’s vagina
You inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
partner’s vagina
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Yes

No

Your partner inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
vagina
You inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
anus/butt
You had sex with a woman, while you or she had a period (menstruation)
Are there any other sexual activities that you have engaged with another woman
that are not named in the list above?
If yes, please explain:___________________________________________________
Are you aware or have you ever heard of dental dams, plastic wrap as a means of protection during
oral sex with women?
Yes
No
If yes, where/how did you hear about this means of protection i.e. dental dams or plastic wraps?
__________________________________________________________________________________
In the last 12 months, have either you or your female partner had sex during menstruation?
Yes
No
If yes, did you use any form of protection against STIs/HIV during sex while have sex during
menstruation?
Yes
No
If yes, in the space provided below, please list the kind of protection used during menstruation?
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
Please indicate what sexual practices you have engaged in with men during the last twelve months
You rubbed your partner’s penis with your hand
Your partner rubbed and moved his penis between your thighs (thigh sex)
Your partner rubbed your clitoris with his hand
Your partner inserted his fingers into your vagina
Your partner inserted his fist (whole hand) into your vagina
Your partner inserted his penis into your vagina
You sucked your partner’s penis with your tongue and mouth
247

Yes

No

Your partner licked your clitoris and/or vagina with his tongue/mouth
You inserted your fingers in your partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted his fingers into your anus/butt
You inserted your fist (whole hand) into your partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted his fist (whole hand) into your anus/butt
You licked your partner’s anus/butt with your tongue
Your partner licked your anus/butt with his tongue
You rubbed your vagina against your partner’s penis
You inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
partner’s anus/butt
Your partner inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
vagina
Your partner inserted a sex toy (dildo, vibrator, strap on, any other object) into your
anus/butt
You had sex with a man while you had your period (menstruation)
Are there any other sexual activities that you have engaged in with a man that are
not named in the list above?
If yes, please explain:__________________________________________________
Given the visible campaigns in all media outlets in South Africa calling for protection in relation to
HIV and STIs - In the last 30 days, how often did you and your partner(s) use a condom, finger cots or
latex gloves during vaginal and/or anal sex as well as other protective barrier (e.g. dental dam or
plastic wrap) during oral sex?
All the time

Most of the time

50/50

Oral sex (dental dam or
plastic wrap)
Vaginal sex (Condom,
femidom/female
condom, latex gloves or
finger cots)
Anal sex (condom and
lubricant, latex gloves
or finger cots)

At least
Once

Never

Sometimes, the use of a condom or femidom/female condom, dental dams and other protective
means may not be conducive or possible due to certain obstacles – The occasion you participated in
oral, vaginal intercourse and/or anal intercourse without a condom, femidom, dental dam or other
protective means why did you not use any protective means to protect yourself from STIs/HIV?
Please select all that apply.
My partner or I were using
another reliable birth
control method – please
specify which

Vaginal sex

Anal sex
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Oral Sex

I knew my partner’s history
My partner and I have both
tested negative for
sexually transmitted
infections (STIs)
As a WSW, I don’t think
there is a risk for STIs/HIV
with sex amongst
women/WSW
As a WSW, I don’t know of
any means to protect
myself from STIs/HIV when
having sex with women
I don’t like using condoms
I don’t like using femidoms
Using a condom/femidoms
ruins the
mood/prevents
spontaneity
I didn’t have a condom or
femidom available
I am not concerned about
getting an STI
I was under the influence
of alcohol or other drugs
I just wasn’t thinking
I felt pressure from my
partner
I was embarrassed
suggesting
condom/femidom use
Unsure
I don’t know how to use a
condom
I don’t know how to use a
femidom
I don’t know how to use
dental dams, finger cots or
latex gloves and lubricant
I have no access to free
condoms
I have no access to free
femidoms
I have no access to free
dental dams, finger cots or
latex gloves and lubricant
Other, please specify
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Testing for STIs should be routinely done as needful - In the last 12 months, have you been tested for
any STI such as chlamydia, HIV or gonorrhoea? Please select all that apply e.g. HIV and Gonorrhoea.
Any STI, please specify which you have been tested for
Chlamydia
HIV
Gonorrhoea
Regular testing for STIs/HIV may not always be possible due to certain barriers - Why have you not
been tested for any STIs within the last 12 months? Please select all that apply
I knew my partner’s sexual history
I have no reason to think that I have an STI or HIV
Getting tested is an awkward/scary experience
My partner and I have both tested negative for STIs/HIV
I am embarrassed to get tested
I don’t know where to get tested
I am apprehensive to find out the results
I’m worried that others will find out that I got tested (i.e.,
parents, siblings, friends)
I don’t want to know if I have an STI or HIV
I’m concerned that my partner will think I don’t trust
him/her
Healthcare providers discouraged me from testing because I
told them I am a WSW
I’m concerned that my partner will think I’ve cheated
Other please specify
Given the visible campaigns in all media outlets in South Africa on knowledge and risk behaviours in
relation to HIV and STIs – Please tick appropriately as to whether the following statements in the
table below are true or false
Item
Anal intercourse without a condom is considered a low risk behaviour for
Contracting HIV or an STI.
The majority of people who have sexually transmitted infections (STIs) show
no signs or symptoms.
When used correctly, birth control pills prevent STI transmission.
Using condoms or femidoms during sexual intercourse is the most effective
way to reduce the risk of STI transmission.
A person may contract HIV by coming into contact with
 Blood
 Breast Milk
 Saliva
 Semen
 Urine
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True

False

 Vaginal secretions
To use a condom or femidom effectively, it is important to check the
expiration date & to visually inspect the condom for any holes or tears.
When putting on a condom, it is important to “pinch an inch” on the top and
then roll it down as far as possible on an erect penis.
Using a water-based lubricant with a condom decreases the likelihood of
breakage.
Using more than one condom at a time increases the likelihood of breakage.
As a WSW, having sex with my female partner during my menstruation or
during her menstruation is considered low risk behaviour for contracting HIV
or an STI.
Oral sex between WSW is considered low risk for contracting HIV/STI
Sharing of sex toys without cleaning them poses no risk for contracting
HIV/STI
Use of finger cots, dental dams or latex gloves with lubricant during vaginal or
anal sex reduces risk of HIV/STI transmission
Given the visible campaigns in all media outlets in South Africa on prevention of HIV and STIs – What
would you consider as an appropriate means of prevention? Please select all that apply.
Use condoms or femidoms
Use dental dams
No sex during menstruation
Cleaning of sex toys in-between use and couples
Other, please specify

Given the visible campaigns in all media outlets in South Africa on HIV and STIs – which of the
following medium provides you with information with an ease in accessibility? Please select all that
apply.
Magazines
Print publication/pamphlets
Websites
Friends and family
Television and radio ads and programs
Books
Other, please specify

Accessibility of sexual health services – Do you find sexual health services and personnel accessible
to your sexual health needs?
Yes
No
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If not why and in your opinion, what could be improved upon?
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
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Section 3 – Violence
This section aims to collect information on whether you have experienced violence.
During the last twelve months, has any of the following happened to you? Please tick as appropriate.
Gender of perpetrator
shoved or pushed by your
partner/spouse
Threatened with a gun or knife by your
partner/spouse
Beaten by your partner/spouse
Forced sex or sexually coerced by
partner/spouse
shoved or pushed by a known family
member
Threatened with a gun or knife by a
known family member
Beaten by a known family member
Forced sex or sexually coerced by a
known family member
shoved or pushed by a known friend
Threatened with a gun or knife by a
known friend
Beaten by a known friend
Forced sex or sexually coerced by a
known friend
shoved or pushed by a stranger
Threatened with a gun or knife by a
stranger
Beaten by a stranger
Sexually assaulted by a stranger
Verbally abused repeatedly, please
specify by whom

Male

Female

Transgender

Other, please specify

Were any of the above experiences related to your sexual orientation and identity? If so, please
explain why?
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
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If you have experienced any of the above-mentioned, did you report it to the police?
Yes
No
If yes, how long ago did you report this and how accessible or friendly were the police? Please
elaborate in the space provided below.
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
If not, why haven’t you reported the abuse? Please explain in the space provided below.
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
If you have reported a case to the police, at what stage of the process has your reported case
reached? Please elaborate in the space provided below.
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
In your opinion, do you feel the government is providing enough or appropriate services in relation
to intimate partner violence as well as violence against women? If not, what recommendations do
you have on this matter?
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
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Thank you very much for your participation!!!!
Enkosi!!!
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APPENDIX II – INTERVIEW SCHEDULE AND FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE AND FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION
Themes – these are the themes I will be working within:
1. The Self
2. Daily life, activities in relation to interactions with family/kinship, community as well as
employment
3. Sexual Health
Interview Questions
Demographics


Age, marital status, ethnicity, monthly income, religious affiliation, dependants,
kinship/extended family.

The Self


How would you describe yourself?



What are your ideals? What do you aim for in life? Where do you see yourself 10years from
now?



How would you describe your identity?



Using local terminology, describe your sexual identity to me.



Multiplicity of ‘I’s, is there a special part of the ‘I’s that corresponds with sexuality?




Would you in any case relate your sexual identity to your ancestral heritage?
Are you currently in a relationship? What kind of relationship? What have your previous
relationships been like and with whom?



How would you define sex in your own terms?



How would you describe your gender?



Is motherhood an important part of who you are?



What does ‘coming out’ mean to you? (Have you ‘openly’ expressed your sexual identity to
family, friends or community)

Daily life, activities in relation to interactions with family/kinship, community as well as employment


Walk me through your typical day, from morning to evening.



Talk me through your relationship and interactions with family/friends?
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Do you have a job? Go to school? How are your relations and interactions in the
workplace/school?



Talk me through your relations and interaction with your community?



How do you navigate safety within your community and/or workplace/school as a woman
and as a gender non-conforming woman?



Have you experienced violence in the home, work place or community? Have you sought
justice or legal support as a result of this?



If any, what is your experience with the police and/or legal services?



In your opinion, how can security and legal services be addressed in your community and
workplace? What small or big steps should be done to improve this?

Sexual Health







What is your perception of sexual health issues among women who have sex with women
(WSW)? Do you think HIV and other STIs are threat to you?
Do you and your partner(s) openly talk about sexually transmitted infections including HIV?
(Please feel free not to respond to this….have you ever been tested for HIV?)
Do you see it necessary to practice safe sex? If so, what kind?
Have you ever sought health services in relation to sexual health? If so, what kind?
If any, what is your experience with health professionals in relation to accessing sexual
health information and services?
In your opinion, how can sexual and reproductive health services be improved to meet the
needs of WSW?
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Focus group questions
1. What are the characteristics of and ‘common’ sexual expressions of women in same-sex
relationships in the area you come from?
 The categorization of sexual attractions
 What local terminology is used to express the different attractions
 Is the visibility more within the butch/femme dichotomy and why
2. What is perceived as gender among women in same-sex relationships?
 The different gender expressions and local terminology associated with this?
 Although this is more on an individual level but is motherhood generally perceived
as an important aspect?
3. How is sex perceived in this context?
 The different expressions of this and local terminology associated with this.
 Are group sexual experiences common?
 Is a mix of drugs and sex common? A mix of drugs and group sex?
 Sexual protective means?
 Transactional sex?
4. What is the perception of women in same-sex relationships towards sexual health risks
including HIV?
 Is it mostly perceived as a heterosexual issue?
 What sexual practices increase risks to STIs and HIV among women who have sex
with women (WSW)?
 Is protected sex common or not? If so, what kind of protection is commonly used?
 What kind of sexual health services do WSW have access to?
5. In your opinion, how can sexual and reproductive health services be improved to meet the
needs of WSW?
6. Do you think ‘coming out’ has been part and parcel of WSW behavioural repertoire (prior to
globalization and the human rights discourse) within the African and Coloured communities?
 Is there an implicit or hidden pressure to come out?
 Consequences of coming out or not? What does coming out in townships enable and
bring access to?
7. How do women in same-sex relationships navigate safety within their communities?
 Experiences with violence and homophobia
 How safety means are personally enforced
 In your opinion, how can security and legal services be addressed in your community
and workplace? What small or big steps should be done to improve this?
8. Something on policy…
South Africa has the progressive bill of rights as well as a number of liberal policies addressing a
range of issues. This section aims to collect information in relation to knowledge about Policies on
matters relating to same-sex relations.
Are you aware of (and how do you know of) the legal situation of people in same-sex relations in
South Africa?
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Are you aware/familiar that (and how do you know of) the Employment Equity Act of 1998 includes
sexual orientation among categories protected from discrimination:
Are you aware that (and how do you know of) the Medical Schemes Act of 1998 defines ‘dependent’
to include same-sex partners?
Are you aware that (and how do you know of) the Domestic Violence Act of 1998 expands the
definition of domestic relationships to recognize cohabitation by unmarried people including samesex couples?
Are you aware that (and how do you know of) the Refugees Act of 1998 recognizes gender and
sexual orientation including same-sex sexual identity as grounds for persecution and, thus, for
seeking asylum in South Africa?
Are you aware that (and how do you know of) the Rental Housing Act of 1999 also bars
discrimination on all the grounds contained in the equality clause?
In your opinion, where do you see the biggest gap between any of the above mentioned policies and
implementation or what is happening on the ground?
What recommendations do you have towards bridging some of the gaps you have mentioned
above?
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ENGLISH SUMMARY
This thesis centres the lived experiences of black township women in same-sex relationships in Cape
Town and Johannesburg. The main question—‘How do black township women construct their samesex sexuality?’—called for a mixed methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data.
This approach generated 209 questionnaires, 32 in-depth interviews, and 13 focus group discussions,
also including participant observation data.
Set against the back-drop of a country with, on the one hand, one of the most progressive
constitutions in the world, and high levels of unemployment and homophobia on the other, I
present how township women enact being both African and homosexual whilst occupying a
predominantly heterosexual space. The prevailing trope of homosexuality being ‘un-African’ reveals
a contradictory discursive frame of rights versus belonging. The concept of belonging, which I locate
within the South African notion of Ubuntu, foregrounds communal care and intimacy as dimensions
of ‘“privatised” and affective citizenship’ (Van Zyl 2015: ii). I am greatly inspired by James Scott’s
(1990) notion of infra-politics, a concept that effectively describes how, in their everyday lives,
people act in ways that might undermine hegemonic power structures. Infra-politics, therefore,
need not be organised or even intentional to be significant (Kelly 1994). I argue that black township
women in same-sex relationships resist prevailing hegemonies while simultaneously creating spaces
of belonging at an individual, communal and national level in these predominantly heterosexual
spaces. I code this tension between resistance and the creation of spaces of belonging as the
undertaking of cultural labour through which black township women in same-sex relationships
articulate deficits, claim resources, and seek inclusion in cultural and national narratives (Maxwell &
Miller 2006). In this way these women deploy strategies such as establishing networks with other
women who identify as lesbian, negotiating motherhood when opting for In Vitro Fertilisation (IVF),
working with family members who are allies in order to negotiate customary traditions such as
ilobolo (bride wealth), and giving or receiving financial support in times of need or unemployment—
strategies that are all grounded within ubuntu praxis.
Secondly, I highlight the performance of South African lesbianism as markedly expressed through
masculinities—South African female masculinities. I argue that butch lesbians (locally commonly
referred to as bhuti) draw on similar resources and technologies as male-bodied subjects to enact
their masculinity, thus contributing to the overall township and national masculine capital—even if
dominant discourse continues to reject these women’s masculinity, as evidenced by frequently
occurring violence and hate crimes. I present the various technologies made intelligible by these
women, for instance the masculine dress code adhered to, childhood play encoded in masculinity,
and traditional forms of masculinity, such as those characterised by the iSoka (polygamy). I connect
these narratives to genealogical continuities of female masculinities—such as mukadzirume (manwoman)—that have historically contributed to this overall masculine capital, thereby foregrounding
a complex gender system.
Thirdly, I explore the subject of sex and desire, highlighting the tension between sexual desire and
pleasure on the one hand, and sexually transmitted diseases on the other. I foreground the sexual
freedom and sexual arrangements that black township women in same-sex relationships make
intelligible, such as 50/50, which exemplifies the reciprocal and egalitarian nature of mutual sexual
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pleasure. I read such arrangements as counter-sexual scripts that operate against dominant
heteronormative scripts. However, I also highlight the sexual risks inherent to, for example, sexual
acts during menstruation, minimal use of protection during sex, and sexual violence—all of which
cause exposure to sexually transmitted diseases, and HIV in particular—through socioepidemiological prisms.
Through an explicitly intersectional and decolonial lens, I have deployed a double move,
deconstructing the underlying assumptions as suggested by Smith (1999) to expose that which
alienates African-ness from homosexuality, as well as adopting a similar strategy to that developed
by Mignolo (2016), namely rebuilding to re-exist, as made intelligible by the existence of black
township women in same-sex intimacies. In this way I hope to contribute to ‘Africa-centred
knowledges’ of the inner sexual lives of black women in same-sex intimacies and how they think
about themselves sexually (Wekker 2006).
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTINGS
In deze thesis worden de levenservaringen belicht van zwarte vrouwen in intieme relaties met
andere vrouwen in de townships van Kaapstad en Johannesburg. De hoofdvraag, ‘Hoe construeren
zwarte vrouwen in intieme relaties met andere vrouwen in Zuid-Afrikaanse townships hun
seksualiteit?’, vroeg om gemengde onderzoeksmethoden, en zowel kwalitatieve als kwantitatieve
data. In totaal zijn er 209 vragenlijsten, 32 diepte-interviews, en 13 focusgroepen uitgevoerd,
aangevuld met data uit participerende observatie.
Tegen de achtergrond van één van de meest vooruitstrevende constituties ter wereld enerzijds, en
hoge werkloosheid en homofobie anderzijds, laat ik zien hoe vrouwen uit de townships zowel hun
Afrikaanse als homoseksuele identiteit vormgeven terwijl zij zich in een overwegend heteroseksuele
omgeving bevinden. De wijdverspreide aanname dat homoseksualiteit ‘on-Afrikaans’ is, onthult een
tegenstrijdig discursief kader waarbinnen homoseksuele mensen weliswaar grondwettelijke rechten
hebben, maar tegelijkertijd niet vanzelfsprekend deel uitmaken van de Zuid-Afrikaanse nationale
identiteit. Door te kijken naar de manieren waarop zwarte vrouwen in intieme relaties met andere
vrouwen zowel uitgesloten worden als deel uitmaken van de gemeenschap—een dynamiek die ik
centraal plaats binnen de Zuid-Afrikaanse notie van Ubuntu—benadruk ik gemeenschappelijke zorg
en intimiteit als dimensies van geprivatiseerd en affectief burgerschap (Van Zyl 2015). Mijn werk is
sterk geïnspireerd door James Scott (1990) zijn concept van infra-politiek verzet, waarbij hij in kaart
brengt hoe mensen in hun alledaagse handelingenhegemoniale machtsstructuren kunnen
ondermijnen. Infra-politiek verzet hoeft dus niet georganiseerd, of zelfs bewust te zijn om een
significante impact te hebben (Kelly 1994). Ik beargumenteer dat zwarte vrouwen uit de townships
in intieme relaties met andere vrouwen zich verzetten tegen heersende hegemonieën en
tegelijkertijd voor zichzelf ruimtes voor saamhorigheid creëren op een individueel,
gemeenschappelijk, en nationaal niveau in deze hoofdzakelijk heteroseksuele omgeving. Enerzijds
verzetten zij zich tegen de patriarchale samenleving, maar anderzijds creëren zij juist ook ruimtes
waarin zij thuis kunnen horen binnen deze samenleving. Dit spanningsveld zie ik als het ondernemen
van culturele arbeid, waarin deze zwarte Township vrouwen in intieme relaties met andere vrouwen
bepaalde tekorten aan de kaak stellen, middelen opeisen, en aansluiting zoeken bij
gemeenschappelijke en nationale narratieven (Maxwell & Miller 2006). Ze maken gebruik van
strategieën zoals het onderhouden van sociale netwerken met andere vrouwen die zich identificeren
als lesbiennes, het realiseren van moederschap middels in-vitrofertilisatie (ivf), samenwerken met
familieleden die dienen als bondgenoten in het onderhandelen van traditionele gebruiken zoals
ilobolo (bruidsschat), en geven en ontvangen financiële steun in tijden van schaarste en
werkeloosheid. Deze strategieën zijn geworteld in ubuntu praxis.
Ten tweede belicht ik Zuid-Afrikaanse vrouwelijke homeseksualiteit en de uitdrukking hiervan
middels het vertonen van masculiniteit—Zuid-Afrikaanse, vrouwelijke masculiniteit. Ik
beargumenteer dat butch lesbiennes (lokaal ook wel bhuti genoemd) gebruik maken van dezelfde
bronnen en technologieën als mannelijke subjecten om zo uiting te geven aan hun masculiniteit. Op
deze manier dragen zij bij aan masculien kapitaal, zowel binnen de townships als op nationaal
niveau—ondanks het feit dat hun expressies van masculiniteit veelal worden afgewezen, gevolgd
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door geweld en haatdelicten. Ik breng verschillende technologieën aan het licht zoals deze kenbaar
zijn gemaakt door deze vrouwen, bijvoorbeeld de masculiene kledingcode waar zij zich aan houden,
kinderspel geworteld in masculiniteit, en traditionele vormen van masculiniteit, zoals iSoka. Ik
signaleer een genealogische continuïteit door deze hedendaagse technologieën in verband te
brengen met vormen van vrouwelijke masculiniteit die historisch gezien hebben bijgedragen aan
masculien kapitaal, zoals bijvoorbeeld mukadzirume (man-vrouw). Op deze manier benadruk ik de
complexiteit van het gender systeem.
Ten derde verken ik het spanningsveld tussen seksueel verlangen en genot, en het risico op seksueel
overdraagbare ziekten. Aan de ene kant benadruk ik de seksuele vrijheid en vormen van seksualiteit
die zwarte vrouwen in de townships duidelijk laten zien, zoals bijvoorbeeld 50/50, waaruit het
wederkerige en egalitaire karakter van wederzijds seksueel genot tot uiting komt. Ik zie deze vormen
van seksualiteit als een seksueel counter-narratief dat dominante, heteroseksuele narratieven
tegenspreekt. Anderzijds benadruk ik de risico’s van bepaalde seksuele gedragingen, zoals
bijvoorbeeld seks tijdens de menstruatie, minimaal gebruik van bescherming tijdens seks, en
seksueel geweld. Middels een sociaal-epidemiologisch prisma belicht ik het risico op seksueel
overdraagbare ziekten en hiv in het bijzonder waaraan deze vrouwen zijn blootgesteld.
Vanuit een expliciet dekoloniaal perspectief pas ik in dit onderzoek een dubbele strategie toe: Ten
eerste deconstrueer ik onderliggende aannames die homoseksualiteit neerzetten als onverenigbaar
met de Zuid-Afrikaanse identiteit, zoals gesuggereerd door Smith (1999). Tevens maak ik gebruik van
Mignolo’s vergelijkbare strategie, waarbij het opbouwen om te ‘her-bestaan’ centraal staat—een
strategie die het bestaan van zwarte vrouwen in de townships duidelijk onderschrijft. Op deze
manier hoop ik bij te dragen aan ‘Afrikaans gecentreerde kennis’ over de innerlijke, seksuele levens
van zwarte vrouwen in intieme relaties met andere vrouwen, en de manier waarop zij zichzelf op
seksueel gebied zien (Wekker 2006).
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LETTER FROM THE QUEER BY NICOLETT SIKELWA RAMADAPA
DEAR WORLD
I DO NOT WRITE FOR YOUR ACEPTANCE NOR FOR YOUR UNDERSTANDING, MY LIFE AND
HOW I LIVE IT, HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH YOU.
I HAVE FACED ENOUGH JUDGEMENTS FROM YOUR RIGHTEOUS SELF THAT I HAVE LOST THE
HEART TO CARE.
YOU HAVE NOW MADE MY LIFE A CLOSE CORP, TURNED IT INTO A BUSINESS, LIKE YOU HAVE
MAJORITY SHARES AND LIKE WHATEVER YOU SAY SHOULD MATTER.
YOUR PERSEPTIONS OF WHAT YOU THINK IS RIGHT AND WRONG HAVE BLINDENED YOU
FROM REALITY.
I AM AGAINST NO RELIGION BUT OUR BIBLES INTERPRET DIFFERENT VIEWS, PAINT
DIFFERENT PICTURES AND SATISFIES DIFFERENT TONGUES BUT LISTEN...
I NO LONGER NEED A BIBLE SCRIPTURE TO TELL ME HOW TO LIVE, HOW TO WALK AND HOW
TO SPEAK, THE WORD OF THE LORD MY SAVOUR GUIDES ME WITH NO COMPASS AND NO GPS.

WHILE YOU ARE SO DEEPLY FOCUSED ON HOW I LOOK, HOW I LIVE, THERE ARE YOUNG
WOMEN BEING ABDUCTED, BRUTALLY RAPED, FORCED INTO MARRIAGE. YOUNG BOYS
BEING SODOMISED CHILDREN BEEN FORCED INTO BECOMING CHILD SOLDIERS BUT YOU
CHOOSE TO BE IGNORANT, SELF CENTRED, JUDGEMENTAL AND STUPIDLY INVOLVED IN
MATTERS THAT DO NOT CONCERN YOU.
WHATS SO WRONG ABOUT A WOMAN LOVING ANOTHER WOMAN? IS IT SO WRONG TO LOVE
A SOFTER SKIN?
LOVING THE SHAPE OF HER HIPS...
WANTING TO TASTE THE TIP OF HER LIPS...
WANTING TO FEEL HER BREASTS ON YOURS...
SEING THE ADMIRATION ON ANOTHER WOMANS EYES AS ONE PASSES BY...
I SEE NO CRIME IN THIS...
I SEE NO SIN IN THIS...
WORLD, YOUR GOSPEL LIES TO THE TRUTH.
YOU EGO BLINDENS THE TRUTH.
“LOVE IS LOVE” AND “WHO ARE YOU TO JUDGE”
THESE HAVE BEEN QUOTED TOO MANY TIMES; THEY ARE STARTING TO LOSE VALUE
BUT WORLD I AM STARTING TO LOSE FAITH IN YOU...
I AM DONE LOOKING AND BEGGING FOR YOUR ACCEPTANCE
I HAVE FOUND SOMETHING BETTER....
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