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Whatever the author’s intention may be —and Marc Epprecht is clear in his
commitment to the cause — writing about African same-sex desire is always a pol-
itical project. This applies even more so in the complex context of Southern Africa.
Hungochani, a Shona term which roughly translates as ‘homosexuality’, traces what
the author refers to as dissident sexuality and homophobia in Zimbabwe and South
Africa. South Africa’s constitution, the first to guarantee the right of sexual orien-
tation, and the struggle by Zimbabwe’s GALZ (Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe,
founded in 1990) to have their voices heard give hope in a social and political en-
vironment characterized by widespread homophobia spearheaded by political lead-
ers such as Zimbabwe’s president Robert Mugabe. With a still very small body of
literature on homosexuality in Africa, which moreover focuses on contemporary
issues and white sexuality, Epprecht’s monograph fills an important void.

Epprecht succeeds in challenging some of the most fundamental — and, as he
shows, unfounded — popular assumptions about African sexuality. He contends
that homosexual practices and relationships, while rare in Southern Africa before
the late nineteenth century, did exist and were generally tolerated. African rural
societies, he argues, were concerned with social harmony and defining sexuality in
reproductive terms, so that even rigid heterosexual normativity could accommo-
date perceived homosexual deviations by ignoring them or, at most, shaming
those involved without reaching for drastic punitive measures. Contrary to public
current anti-gay discourse in the region, he inverts the perception that African
homosexuality contradicts traditional values and results from contagion with
Western and oriental societies. On the other hand, Epprecht asserts, colonialists
and missionaries did introduce homophobia. Finally, he emphasizes that mapping
African same-sex desire and sex requires distinguishing between different contexts
to avoid easy explanations such as the absence of women in institutionalized living
conditions like prisons and mining compounds.

A study of this scope and ambition poses a range of challenges. Epprecht em-
phasizes African initiative, agency and creativity. He also tries to show not merely
that same-sex desire existed but, as he states several times, that such relationships
must have made up the majority of homosexual encounters. Yet his own research
overwhelmingly reveals African voices who emphasize that their sexual encounters
were situational, involuntary or not sexual at all, since no penetration was involved.
In fact, he argues with Dunbar Moodie that the increased availability of women as
sex partners for migrant workers in South Africa from the mid-1970s meant that
mine marriages, that is relationships between male mine workers, decreased sig-
nificantly. Thus, Epprecht finds himself looking for evidence which proves sod-
omy as a way of making his case. This is a slippery slope, for there is danger of
conflating sexual orientation with sexual practices. Unfortunately, for the time
period before the Second World War, the written sources are insufficient to come
to a conclusion other than that same-sex desire certainly existed.

Epprecht made a great effort at collecting data for the entire region and for both
rural and urban areas. Still, a clearer sense of urban culture beyond the workplace
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would have been helpful. One aspect which fades in and out of the narrative which
would have made an intriguing chapter is the account of the Ninevites, a South
African gang which became notorious in the 18gos and whose members practised
sodomy with men. It was organized according to Zulu and Afrikaner military
structures, and the proven gang members, referred to as ‘warriors’, had male
wives. The gang leader apparently argued that their sex practices were a choice
made to show, like their name itself, that they were true rebels, against society,
against God. Here it would have been helpful to know more about self- and public
perception of this gang. Was it merely their use of violence or were their sexual
practices indeed seen as such a flagrant and frightening transgression? If so, what
conclusions can be drawn for African sexualities and masculinity ?

Two smaller critical points: first, the study’s ambitious time frame, reaching
back thousands of years to rock paintings and mostly moving back and forth be-
tween the early nineteenth and early twenty-first centuries, necessarily leaves the
depth of arguments uneven. Second, this study is mostly based on government
sources such as the two South African enquiries from 1906 and 1907 and court
cases. Despite the author’s care in reading his written sources critically, occasion-
ally late twentieth-century interviews are mustered to support arguments about an
earlier time period, as in the use of contemporary studies on Swahili societies in
Kenya and Zanzibar as evidence that Swabhili traders practised homosexuality in
Southern Africa 1,000 years ago.

The strength of this book as a historical study lies in the glimpses it allows into
the everyday life of migrant labourers and urban life in both South Africa and
Zimbabwe in the first half of the twentieth century. It does not, and probably no
one book could, fulfil the claim to be a regional history of dissident sexualities for at
least the past 200 years. In the introduction, Epprecht contends that queer studies
do not merely add gay men to the historical narrative. The author does not always
succeed in doing more than that, but still produces an important contribution to
Africa’s historiography.
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Kyomuhendo and MclIntosh have undertaken a study of women and (income-
generating) work in Uganda from the early colonial years to the early twenty-first
century. They argue that eight factors combined in different ways over the years to
shape the lives of working women: economic factors (existence of markets,
women’s need and/or desire to gain access to cash); political factors (state policies,
warfare and physical danger); education; religion; women’s organizations; legal
protection of women; demography and health; and ideology. Of particular im-
portance is what they term the ‘Domestic Virtue Model’, or DVM. Beginning in
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