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PROLOGUE

For over ten years I have shared my personal experiences of sex through ‘Adventures from the Bedrooms of African Women’, a blog I co-founded with my friend Malaka Grant. I have also facilitated conversations about women’s experiences of sex and pleasure in a variety of public settings ranging from intimate living-room conversations in Mombasa, Kenya to public events in Berlin, Germany. I have often spoken and written about the importance of owning one’s body, and my continuing journey in negotiating my sexuality and desires both within and outside the bedroom. Speaking in public about a subject which is often deemed taboo – especially in the part of the world where I originate – is a political act. I think and write about sex in order to learn how to have better sex. I encourage other women to share their experiences of sex in order to build our collective consciousness around the politics of pleasure. This is critical in a world where women too often lack access to truly comprehensive sexuality education.

Black, African and Afro-descendent women are often told that sex should only be within particular constraints – between people of opposite genders for instance – and within certain parameters. In some countries those parameters are marriage. In other countries the law prohibits some types of sexual acts, or tries to control the choices girls and women have when they experience an unwanted pregnancy.

In The Sex Lives of African Women, individual women from across the African continent and its global Diaspora speak to their experiences of sex, sexualities and relationships. These stories are based on in-depth interviews I conducted between 2015 and 2020 with women from thirty-one countries. A significant proportion of the women I interviewed represented more than one nation, and had had their sexual encounters shaped by the various countries they had lived in and cultures they had experienced. After speaking to over thirty women for this book I started to see several common threads weaving through the stories. We’re all on a journey towards sexual freedom and agency. In order to get there we need to heal. Healing looks different for everybody. For some, healing came about through celibacy and spiritual growth. For others, healing came through taking back power as a dominatrix and sex worker.

Many of the women I spoke to inspired me with the realities of how they live their best sexual lives. This included deeply personal stories, for example about navigating freedom and polyamory in conservative Senegal, or resisting the erasure of lesbian identity and finding a queer community in Egypt in the midst of a revolution. African women grapple with the trauma of sexual abuse, and resist religious and patriarchal edicts in order to assert their sexual power and agency. They do this by questioning and resisting societal norms whilst creating new norms and narratives that allow them to be who they truly are. The journey towards sexual freedom is not a linear one, or one that is fixed and static. Freedom is a state that we are constantly seeking to reach.






All names used in this book are pseudonyms unless
indicated with an asterisk.








SELF-DISCOVERY

It is imperative to break out of the boxes circumscribed by society in order to discover one’s self, and the multitudes we hold within us. This requires practising an audacious form of bravery, and often requires one to go against the grain of everything that has been presented as the norm.

You don’t discover yourself by sticking to well-trodden paths. You discover yourself by embarking on your own personal odyssey, which is experienced differently by everyone. The journey towards self-discovery may be long and winding, but it is also one filled with the infinite possibilities that come with adventure.

The women whose stories I share in this section speak to the quest that many women need to undertake to discover their true sexual selves. Sometimes, this involves a literal journey like moving to another country for love, as was the case for Nura who married a man she had never met before, and subsequently moved from Kenya to Senegal. For others, self-discovery requires stepping out of the relative safety of the familiar to explore different relationship models based on consent, openness and love. Getting to know one’s self may even mean a reckoning with the gender that was assigned at birth.

Travel features a lot in the stories shared here. Travel to a city where one can work legally as a sex worker in the case of KUCHENGA; or in the case of Elizabeth, migrating from Lagos to London just as she was falling in love with her childhood friend. For many Africans in the Diaspora their very existence has been shaped by travel – the journeys their ancestors may have taken to the countries where they currently live, so they are forged not just by where they are immediately from, but also where they originated. This is visible in stories shared by Estelle, for instance, whose ancestors came from Africa, the Middle East and Europe, an ancestry that is visible in the colour of her skin and the texture of her hair.

In many ways we’re all on a journey and are on different parts of the road towards our true selves and sexual freedom. The women in this section model bravery and vulnerability. They challenge us all to continue on our own paths towards discovering our true selves, even if that journey remains an ongoing one.




Nura

Nura is a forty-two-year-old Kenyan woman. She describes herself as currently immersed in a very heteronormative space. She lives in Senegal with her husband and his other wives.

My sister wives and I have nothing in common. Well, that’s not exactly true. We have His Excellency in common. We are all married to the same man.

Ishmael and I met in 2018 on Muzmatch, a dating app for Muslims looking to get married. By then I had been a convert for about four years, and I knew that I needed to expand my circle of potential suitors. I wasn’t born into a Muslim family, and so I couldn’t rely on my own networks to meet the kind of man that I wanted to be with. Also, the Muslim men I met in my own country, Kenya, were incredibly conservative, and I wanted to meet a man who was more like me: well travelled, and with a global view of the world. When Ishmael and I started chatting our conversations felt very easy. I found myself laughing a lot. He was also respectful. He didn’t even hit on me. Around the same time my aunt who lives in Canada had started a relationship with a Congolese man. She told me how much he adored her, and how loved she felt. I started to wonder if this was just how Francophone men were. Then Ishmael told me he wanted to travel to Nairobi to see me. I told him that I didn’t want to meet him unless we were meeting as husband and wife, and so an Imam married us online. When we met, I thought his pictures and even our video chats had not captured him accurately. He looks like the stereotype of a Senegalese man: six feet tall and skinny. The phrase ‘melanin popping’ was coined to describe people like him. He also has this air of quiet, confident masculinity. He practises martial arts and is really strong. You wouldn’t think he was in his late forties if you met him. That first time we met, we spent four days together in a hotel. All we did was fuck and pray. That was really important to me. Sensuality and spirituality are two sides of the same coin and I wanted to be with a partner that I could learn the faith with, from a place of curiosity, and not oppression. I found Islam in my late thirties. I had been searching for a spiritual practice that spoke to who I am as a Black African woman, and in the Islamic faith, I found one that also spoke to the social and environmental justice issues that are important to me.

When Ishmael left Nairobi I was in a daze. I had found this man, married then met him, and had the most incredible bonding experience with him, and now he was gone. Two months later I flew to Senegal and visited him for two months. He arranged for me to stay in an apartment owned by his sister, and the whole experience felt like dating whilst married. That period taught me that I can actually be committed to someone else. When you’re legally bound to a person you just don’t walk out on them. You have to show up not only for yourself, but for the partnership you’re in. It’s not a simple matter of ‘Can I deal with this person?’ because it’s not about the other person changing. It’s about how you deal with who they are intrinsically, and how they are evolving. That initial experience taught me that you can love and care for someone even if they are very different from you. Ishmael is a traditional man. He’s always done what he’s expected to do as a responsible Senegalese man. The most radical thing he’s done has been to marry me. A woman who is in her forties, an Anglophone, someone from a foreign country who doesn’t speak Wolof or French and doesn’t know his culture and traditions. The expectation in Senegal is that if a man was going to stray out of the constraints of who he was expected to marry then he would be with a white woman.

My biggest struggle is with the gender norms that I am expected to conform to. To look pretty but not too pretty. To sit in a corner quietly and not voice my opinions in public. To agree with my husband when we have an audience. That is not how I grew up. I’m the firstborn of a single mum. My dad died when I was sixteen years old and so my mum was very clearly the head of the household whilst I as the firstborn child had to take on a lot of responsibilities. It pisses me off that I now have to perform this subservient role. Meanwhile you only have to look at Islamic history to understand the active role that women have always played in our communities. Women actually went into battle with the Prophet, peace and blessings upon him. One of his wives was a scholar who taught women and men. There were women who were traders, and so the idea that a woman’s space is in the domestic realm, and her role is to be docile, is one that I struggle with.

Our private life is completely different. We’re playful when we spend time together. I feel like I can let my inner child out with him and that’s really important to me. We talk a lot about faith and politics. He teases me about being an artist. He likes to say, ‘I am a simple Senegalese man and you’re a philosopher.’ People who know him in the outside world would be shocked to see what he’s like with me in private spaces.

Until a few years ago I had absolutely no desire to get married, and then I converted and with that came this deep desire for a heterosexual partnership. That shook me. I was never one of those girls who wanted to get married or who had visualised exactly what their future wedding was going to be like. The desire for marriage came from the healing that my faith brought me including reckoning with the loss of my father. Prior to converting, I had never fully grappled with that deep hunger I felt for a father, and Islam allowed me to acknowledge that. I began to recognise that I was looking for my father in everything I did. Another part of the deep desire that I had for marriage was a need for companionship and sex. I also knew that marriage could give me a type of leverage, an opportunity that could help me move from one space to another. We live on a continent where our status as women is very precarious. I believe this applies across the board, whether you’re a bi, straight or queer woman, and so heterosexual marriage at least provides a measure of protection to women. I think this is a question that Black and African women need to ask themselves more often. What can I do to preserve myself and my children in a way that allows them to move to the next level?

In December 2019 I packed up my life and moved to Senegal. I initially spent the first month living in the flat of my sister-in-law so that my husband could finish building the place he had started constructing for me. In January 2020 I moved to my new home. The ground-floor flat belonged to the first wife and her children, the first floor to the second wife and her children, and the second floor, the latest addition to the building, was mine. My husband has eight children between the ages of twenty and six months. I have no children at all.

It’s been four months since we’ve been in this new arrangement and it hasn’t been exactly what I expected. In hindsight, yes, I was naive. I assumed I would have some common values with my husband’s wives but apart from our faith, and His Excellency, we have nothing in common. My intention had been to cultivate a respectful, sisterly interaction but instead I am met with a lot of passive aggressiveness. I’m a stranger here. I don’t speak Wolof or French although I am learning. When I ask where I can go to buy a particular item I am told, ‘Don’t you know?’ No I don’t know, otherwise I wouldn’t be asking. Initially I tried to befriend the second wife; I would even occasionally go and visit her, until she decided to publicly shame my cooking. One day for our meal I prepared fufu with a side of meat, and then loudly in front of everyone she said, ‘Where are the vegetables? Why didn’t you add any to the meal?’ I didn’t know I needed to add vegetables to fufu. I’m still learning how things are done here.

Everything centres around the arrival of His Excellency. He spends two days in each household, and so the day before his arrival I spend the day preparing. Whichever wife he is staying with is responsible for cooking for the entire household and so I’ll go to the market with my domestic staff and we’ll buy enough food to feed the household for two days. The first time it was my turn to cook I had someone make me tcheb, a popular Senegalese rice dish, and then I made some mashed potatoes, chicken and sautéed a range of vegetables: eggplant, carrots and French beans. That’s the kind of food we eat back home in Nairobi. Then I served everything in one large communal dish because in Senegal everyone except for the man of the house eats out of one bowl. All the wives and children had arrived by then, and so I set an individual plate for my husband and went to inform him that dinner was ready. When I came back half the wives and children had already left. They didn’t even touch the food that I had spent hours preparing. This has happened time and time again. It really gets to me because meals are not just about what goes in your stomach. The process of cooking a meal is about creativity, and the act of feeding others is about nourishment. When you spend over three hours cooking a meal and people come to eat there should be conversation, laughter and joy. Instead what I experience is very sterile. There is silence, some people leave straight away when they see the food, others stay and pick at their plates. It’s gotten to a stage where I’m even beginning to wonder if my husband eats my food out of mere politeness. One time my husband was unwell, he was staying with one of his other wives at the time and she had made him a meal that was supposedly good for his health. He was due to visit me next and so I asked her if she could tell me the name of the dish she had made. She said no.

In all of this my husband has said nothing. He’s either oblivious to what is going on, or has an attitude of, ‘I’ll let you women figure it all out amongst yourselves.’ I also don’t feel like I can raise this directly with him. I’ve told him in general terms that I find living here challenging, but it’s not like I can say, ‘Your wives are being bitchy towards me.’ I’m very much aware that I’m the newest member of this household. I know that I am the one who is supposed to figure out a way to fit in, and that I should be grateful that they have allowed me to come into their lives.

I started out expecting there to be kindness between the wives. We’re all women from this continent. Yes we have different levels of privilege but we all live in this male-dominated society. I feel like we could achieve much more if we worked together rather than against each other. I can imagine that in the case of the first wife, for example, she married Ishmael when they were both young. Chances are she was a virgin. They started a life together, and then twenty years later he married a second wife, and then after another five years he marries yet another wife. Even if that’s part of your culture that shit must hurt. I have no idea what my husband told his wives when he married me. I doubt that he asked their permission. He is not obliged to do so, and I never asked him what he told them about marrying me because that’s about his relationships and it’s none of my business.

One of the things that makes me happy is that the children feel comfortable enough to come and hang out in my apartment. They walk in and out as they wish. Sometimes they come to hang out with their dad. Other times they come here even when they know he is not around. It is really important to me that children feel secure, and I want the children to know that they can always reach their dad or come to me if they need anything. I don’t know how the other wives feel about the time the children spend here but it’s important to me that they continue to see this space as one that they are also invited to share. Before my dad died when I was still fairly young he’d always been around. I grew up in a situation that is very different to this one. My parents were in a monogamous marriage, and my dad and mum were extremely close. Sometimes it felt like they lived in their own bubble, and we the children were just an extension of that. It’s been a big stretch going from observing the marriage my parents had to this one, and yet there are many things that I like about my own marriage. I like that I don’t have to see my husband every day. I don’t even have to talk to him every day. This gives me a lot of time for myself. I can read, I can study, and I have time to work on my art. To a certain extent I am also comfortable, my basic needs are taken care of, I have my own flat, and someone at home to help me with the work. Our sex life is also really good. I have no issues there. As a woman I’m insatiable. I love to explore and sometimes I even ask myself if I am too much. One time he said to me, ‘Oh my goodness, I am so tired. I thought we were only going to have sex like once a month.’ I told him, ‘That’s not going to happen.’ Apparently he had assumed that because I am over forty my libido would be much lower than it is. On the contrary I feel like I am just starting my sexual journey. Sexually speaking, it feels to me like this is the best chapter of my life. I’m the most self-aware that I have ever been. I am flexible. I am juicy. I am up for sex whenever, however, whatever. Before my husband comes over I make sure I’m well rested. I get a good night’s sleep, I drink lots of water and I meditate. I make sure the house is clean, I burn lots of incense, and I use my crystals so I am prepared to deal with whatever energies he may be bringing into the house with him. Sometimes you have to be ready to repel any negative energy that may be coming through the door with him. I work on my face and my body. I make sure I look good. I prepare for sex by performing these rituals that I was taught by Somali women. I burn some oud and then I stand over the incense whilst wearing a long flowy dress and use that to move the essence all over so my body retains the heat. When he comes home I’m uncovered. I don’t wear a head covering like I normally would. He arrives an hour before dinner, and so that is also the time we have to ourselves before everyone else gets here. He already knows that’s our window to be intimate.
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