
[image: Cover: Seeking Sexual Freedom: African Rites, Rituals, and Sankofa in the Bedroom, by Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah. Author of The Sex Lives of African Women.]



[image: Seeking Sexual Freedom: African Rites, Rituals, and Sankofa in the Bedroom, by Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah. One Signal Publishers | Atria. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For my daughter Asantewaa, and all African and Afro-descendant girls around the world.

I wish you freedom.





Sankofa is an Akan word and symbol from the adinkra system of language. It literally translates as “go back and fetch it.” It signifies the importance of looking to the past to learn from history and applying those insights to build a better future. In adinkra symbology this is signified by a long-necked bird (akin to a swan) turning its neck backward, or two curved symbols that look like a heart.
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Introduction Pleasure Is Our Birthright

Over a decade ago, I was invited to the sixth form college I had attended in Ghana to give a presentation on African women’s resistance to colonization. I spoke to a class of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds about the Aba women’s riots in Nigeria, and the fierceness of Yaa Asantewaa from Ghana. At the end of the lecture, young people milled around me, asking questions. My presentation had been part of their History class, my favorite subject when I had attended that same school. When the crowd around me thinned, a young man who had initially been on the outskirts approached and whispered, “Are you the same Nana Darkoa who writes Adventures?” I must have appeared visibly shocked because he hastily added, “I’m not doing anything, I’m just reading.” Adventures from the Bedrooms of African Women was the blog I had cofounded with my college bestie, where we published what was at the time fairly scandalous stories about sex. Nothing was off the table. We wrote about the sexual experiences we had had, debated whether size mattered (spoiler: the majority of women on our blog said it did), and shared tips on how to give and receive the best cunnilingus. For 2009 Ghana, our blog was shocking, and here was a young man from one of the most prestigious schools in the country asking me about it. “Yes, I am,” I must have replied, and that is where the conversation ended.

I think about that exchange a lot, and the way my surprise was a throwback to my inner African auntie—not the fun, sexy knowledgeable one you can share all your problems with, but the judgmental “respectable” one concerned with propriety, and there being a right time, place, and age for everything. Why shouldn’t that young man have asked if I was the author of a blog about sex and sexualities at the end of a history lecture? African peoples’ experience of sex and sexualities, like many other aspects of our lives, have been irrevocably shaped by history—by our experiences of colonization, which brought with it notions of what was respectable, and what was considered natural or unnatural carnal knowledge. Our histories have also been shaped by the colonial demonization of traditional religions and practices. The spaces we historically had for sharing and learning about sex and sexualities have shrunk, and where some of these traditions persist, in many cases, they have become less radical as people have modified rites and rituals to fit colonial religions.

I have long appreciated the value of co-creating spaces to (re)learn about sex and sexualities from an African feminist perspective. That work of community building and sharing knowledge is essential liberation work, and for that reason I have wished many times that I could go back in time—smile warmly at that young man, and say loudly and proudly, “Yes, I am the very same Nana Darkoa who writes Adventures. Tell me, what would you like to know more about?” Because I too have long had many unanswered questions about sex and sexualities.

The process of writing this book—traveling to different parts of the continent and visiting the Diaspora, speaking to many aunties who are custodians of knowledge passed down to them from their own foremothers, observing traditional rites and rituals, connecting with healers and sex workers—provided insights and answers to some of the questions I have long held. How have Africans traditionally learned about sex and sexualities? Are our Indigenous religions more expansive than the Abrahamic faiths we predominantly practice today? Can we go back to the best of our traditional practices, and use that knowledge as a foundation on which to experiment and build new models of sexual freedom? This book both documents how I have explored these questions in practice and offers a road map of how you too could, if you so wish, go on a journey seeking sexual freedom.

I believe in sankofa—revisiting the past to retrieve the good in our history. I also believe that culture is dynamic, and so while we need to learn from the knowledge of our ancestors, we also need to combine that foundation with the best of who we are today—with a recognition of the indivisibility of our human rights, centering the fluidity of concepts like gender, woman, and sexualities. I hold as sacrosanct the need to ensure that we all belong, that we are all safe, and can live dignified lives, and yes, that we experience an abundance of joy and pleasure because we deserve to.

I believe that centering women’s bodily pleasure is deeply political work, and that all women deserve sexual fulfillment for their health and general well-being. Women’s pleasure should not be limited to socially constructed constraints—such as only having “penis in vagina” sex—within the confines of marriage.

Overwhelmingly, and particularly in postcolonial African communities, women’s erotic desires have been portrayed as “sinful” and “selfish.”1 Within a heterosexist logic, women’s bodies should always be in service to others—for a husband’s pleasure, to produce children for the community, to care and nurture the young and elderly. It is important that women reject the notion that their bodies should serve everybody else first. Women’s bodies are important sites of pleasure, first and foremost for themselves. Nurturing the ability to access that erotic pleasure is essential feminist work, which is key to collective freedom and liberation. It is necessary disruptive work to recognize and claim that power, especially in a world which says some people—women, Queer folks, and people living with disabilities in particular—are not entitled to joy and pleasure. Pleasure is our birthright. We have the right to delight in our bodies, in our senses, in the sheer joy of being alive. Our bodies inherently contain the ability to give us pleasure. It’s in the delight that our skin feels when it’s touched by a cool breeze on a hot day. It’s in the comfort one experiences sinking into a cushy sofa after a day spent on the road. It’s in the sense of magic that abounds when you see the beauty of the full moon on a dark starry night. Pleasure is everywhere around us, even in the grimmest of times, and in the thick of struggle. Resisting oppression also means refusing to bow down to those who seek to steal our joy. It means recognizing that cultivating joy is an act of resistance. This requires creating space and time for experiences that generate pleasure. Pleasure also comes from and is enhanced by ritual, and the regular practice of acts that bring you joy.



This is a book in two parts. The first explores the many African traditions, rites, and rituals that led to conversations, mentoring, and learning about sex and gender. These ancient practices, which still exist today, do something a lot of contemporary societies have lost—create intentional spaces for young girls to learn about their bodies. In many cases these long-standing rites and rituals are also patriarchal, because they teach young girls that their bodies are designed to please men. At best, these lessons might add, “Yes, you too can get sexual satisfaction but don’t forget to center the man’s pleasure!” I think we can take back these traditions and infuse them with the best of our contemporary feminist practices.

Between the two parts, I share an interruption—how colonization, racism, and Western patriarchy interrupted the ways in which many Indigenous African communities created spaces for learning about sex, navigated expansive gender expression, and recognized multiple ways of creating families. Even today, the unholy trio of colonization, racism, and patriarchy define and limit the freedoms of contemporary Africans. The ravages of colonization are visible in many ways, including contemporary notions of beauty and the pathways that have been created for far-right religious extremists to shape and influence African society. An understanding of sociopolitical issues is important. In order to step fully into a life of sexual freedom, and to experience liberation in every aspect of our beings, we have to understand what holds us back. Resisting these forces is also joyful work, because in resistance we find and form community, and intentionally co-create new ways of being, and loving.

In the second part of the book, I share how we can all embark on journeys of sexual freedom, even when we are rooted in one place. Journeys are not always about moving physically from one place to another—the most important quests start in our minds, in determining that there is a change we want to make and figuring out how we get to that final destination. The best journeys are also about the experiences we have on the way, the people we meet, those who support us and help us on our path. Therefore, the second half of this book is all about how we overcome the challenges of racist hetero-patriarchal systems and structures and return to rich ancient traditions, pick the elements that work for us today, imbibe them with feminist energy, and move forward collectively toward a more socially just world. That is the essence of feminist sankofa!
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CHAPTER ONE Puberty Rites: Marking the Transition from “Girlhood” to “Womanhood”

When I first got my period, my mum made a special meal for me. She served me εt⊃, a dish of mashed yam mixed with the finest palm oil and garnished with a single hardboiled egg. εt⊃ is sometimes served with a side of roasted peanuts. It’s a celebratory dish, made to mark special occasions, and in my case it marked my transition from girlhood to… well, frankly, just a slightly more advanced stage of being a girl. I had my period early, when I was eleven years old, and like many girls I got the talk—“don’t play with boys; if you do, you’ll get pregnant.” That was the only puberty transition rite I experienced, and as much as I enjoyed the yummy meal, I wish my mother had shared a whole lot more.

In my late twenties, after a decade of living in London, I returned home to Ghana to take up a job as the communications officer for the African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF), which proudly described itself as the first feminist grant maker on the continent. One of the best parts of my job was traveling to witness the various initiatives the organization funded. One memorable visit was to Krobo Odumase, a town in the Eastern Region of Ghana, about two hours away from the capital, Accra. Krobo Odumase is a midsized town with all the amenities you’ll find in a peri-urban area—a bank, a school, and a chief’s palace right in the middle of the town. The area is known for its rich cultural heritage, especially its rich history of bead-making. I had traveled there to observe the final rites celebrating young girls who had completed their Dipo training.

Dipo is the name given to the particular set of puberty rites practiced by the Krobo-Dangme people of Ghana. During Dipo, young girls are trained to be “women.” They are taught how to keep a home, how to cook traditional food, how to wash clothes, sweep, and lay beds. Historically, girls who had completed the rites would be marked on their wrists. This mark was made with a sharp knife-like object, and then afterward soothed with the bark of a tree so the wound would heal. The resulting scar was a visible indication of the fact that the bearer was excellent at sweeping.1 In the past, women who had undergone Dipo were also scarred around their waist and belly; these were considered erotic marks, and an indication that they were fertile and ready to have children.2

I was invited to this event because AWDF was supporting a nongovernmental organization led by the then queen mother of Krobo-Odumase, Manye Mantekie. Traditionally, Dipo had been organized by old women and priestesses, but with the rise of HIV and AIDS a number of queen mothers had decided to intercede in the practice. One of the achievements chalked up to the involvement of the queen mothers was putting a halt to the practice of shaving the heads of all the initiates with the same blade.

Although the Dipo ceremony I attended took place well over a decade ago, I can still see the procession of the girls clearly. Their skin was radiant with shea butter. Their heads had been shaved, and they wore rows and rows of beads around their necks. They were bare-breasted, their chests covered with several layers of beads, and the bottom half of their bodies was partially covered by a large strip of cloth weighed down by even more beads, such that you could see bare skin from the exposed sides, and a hint of buttocks from the back. According to Steegstra,3 this undergarment, known as a subue, was worn as “a symbol of femininity and womanhood” and in the past was considered an erotic item of clothing, which was gifted during a wedding. Naki, a woman interviewed by Steegstra, spoke about the erotic power of the subue when she stated, “That is why men love the Krobo women. If you wear subue your private part becomes warm, so that if a man takes you, your vagina titillates. If you don’t wear subue, your vagina is moist and watery.”4 As the young girls filed past us, they delicately balanced clay pots full of water on their heads. I later learned that in the past, families would pick wives for their sons at these events, but that was no longer the case when I visited.

At the time, I didn’t know much about Dipo, just the basic stereotypes I had seen on television—anthropological-style videos of young girls being paraded in the streets while crowds of people watched. In time, however, I discovered more about the ancient custom. When I returned to Krobo Odumase, I interviewed a member of the royal family, a young girl who had recently undergone the rites, as well as an elderly woman who had herself experienced the initiation ceremony as a child and as an adult had played a role in maintaining the centuries-old custom.

One of the people I spoke to was Juliana Baidoo, a retired sixty-year-old teacher. As well as having undergone Dipo herself as a child, she was the daughter of a woman who traditionally was responsible for leading the puberty rites. In later years, Juliana had also supported the queen mother Manye Mantekie. Juliana told me that in precolonial times, Dipo rites took well over a year, but currently the training had been shortened to a few weeks. Today, Dipo can even be conducted over the course of a weekend.

Juliana herself underwent Dipo when she was about six or seven years old. Since her mother was one of the women who led the rites, she was younger than most initiates at the time, who tended to be between the ages of thirteen and twenty-one. It has now become more commonplace for girls to be initiated at a really young age. When I traveled back to Krobo Odumase in August 2023 to meet Nene Dosu II, the stool father5 of the town (meaning an advisor who plays a leading role in traditional ceremonies), he told me that the age at which girls should be initiated had become a huge point of contention. Some, like him, thought only older girls should be initiated, but a lot of mothers were choosing to initiate girls early because they did not want to run the risk of being disgraced if their children were found to be sexually active ahead of undergoing the rites.

Nene Dosu II also shared with me a short video6 on Dipo rites, which is how I learned about the significance of the different colored beads I had seen the young girls wearing while they processed through the town. Blue beads signify being valuable, yellow beads signify maturity and prosperity, and white beads signify respect for the gods, ancestors, priests, and priestesses. I had seen traditional African priests and priestesses wear white beads on their necks, wrists, and ankles, but hadn’t realized this was about a connection to the gods. The documentary also pointed out the spiritual significance of Dipo—these rites were not just about marking the transition from girlhood to womanhood, but also about spirituality, with the girls’ “purity” symbolizing respect for the gods, ancestors, priests, and priestesses.

That notion sat heavily with me. African women, like many communities of women all over the world, are often regarded as custodians of culture and tradition. On the one hand, it’s a beautiful responsibility, to pass on ancestral knowledge from one generation to the next, and on the other hand, it can become a burden, diminishing one’s individual rights and freedoms, in sacrifice to the perceived needs of the community. It is this tension that results in communal sanction whenever one is considered to have strayed from social good. This is also why, historically, girls who fell pregnant before undergoing Dipo were driven away from the town in shame, yet there are no tales of the men who impregnated them being ostracized for the same offense.

Like many other traditional rites and rituals, Dipo has been transformed, shaped, and rearranged by the twin forces of modernity and Christianity. Richeal Dedo Nartey was twenty-five years old when I interviewed her, and she had her Dipo at the age of ten. She recalls being reluctant to undergo the rites because she was uncomfortable with the idea of exposing her breasts in public. Her belief was that people who had been initiated subsequently become “too comfortable” with public nudity. This was something she felt conflicted about, because, as the only girl in her nuclear family, her mother had brought her up in a way she described as “strict but playful,” and a huge part of the messaging she had received at home was the need to dress in a respectable manner.

Richeal’s Dipo ceremony started on a Friday with a registration ceremony where she was marked as an initiate by having a rope-like material placed around her neck. Some of the girls she was initiated with had their heads shaved, but she had told her mother she didn’t want to, and so an exception had been negotiated on her behalf. Part of the reason Richeal didn’t want to shave her head was because she did not want her schoolmates to know she had undergone Dipo. Her biggest concern was the belief that girls who underwent Dipo did not believe in God. The day after registration, the young initiates were taken to the river and taught how to bathe properly. Juliana explained to me that personal hygiene is an important part of Dipo training, with girls being taught how to properly clean and scrub all parts of their bodies.

In the expedited Dipo training that Richael undertook, that Sunday the girls were taken to the town of Tenu, the site of a mystical stone. Each girl had to sit on the stone three times to prove her virginity. It was believed that girls who were not virgins would not be able to do this. After successfully passing that trial, girls were carried on the shoulders of male relatives, celebrated, and dressed in beads. That was the occasion that Richael felt happiest—she especially loved the beauty of the beads and did not want them taken off. By the following Monday, Richael and her fellow initiates, now recognized as full-fledged Krobo women, were brought back to their homes, showcased to the rest of the town, and in her words, “dressed like queen mothers.”

Historically, you were not considered a “full Krobo woman” if you had not gone through the Dipo rites. You couldn’t participate in certain meetings and discussions and wouldn’t be invited to particular gatherings. You were not seen as capable of contributing your thoughts in a meeting of elders. According to Juliana, this was the belief even among women. In precolonial times, women who were found to have fallen pregnant, or determined not to be virgins during the Dipo rites, were cast out of society. In contemporary times, girls who are unable to sit on the stone, because they have been sexually active and are afraid of the repercussions, are considered to have desecrated the shrine, and their families have to pay huge fines for cleansing rituals to be conducted, in order to purify the site. This brings huge disgrace to their families, and it is this fear of social and financial sanction that drives mothers of girls to have their daughters initiated at younger and younger ages.

When I asked Richeal what she felt she had gained from undergoing Dipo, she said, “learning how to get along with other people.” During her initiation, she had lived communally with other girls all weekend and been taught how to perform certain household tasks. I was puzzled by that response because Richeal, like most middle-class Ghanaian girls, attended a boarding school. In fact, her town, Krobo Odumase, had been an early site of Christian missionary activity during the colonial era, with missionaries establishing the Krobo Girls Secondary School as far back as 1927.

Nene Dosu II informed me that when Christian missionaries had come to the town, they realized that the process of education that girls went through with Dipo was a foundation that they could build on, and for that reason they had established the school. Juliana Baidoo explained that part of the rationale for contemporary ceremonies occurring over a shorter period of time was because the modern Ghanaian school curriculum covers some of what had traditionally been taught to girls sequestered during Dipo. In many ways, the traditional curriculum in Ghanaian state-supported schools trains young people in stereotypically gendered ways. In the all-girls boarding school that I attended, it was compulsory at various times to study one of the following: Food and Nutrition, Clothing and Textiles, or Home Management. I couldn’t sew to save my life, and never finished any of my assigned sewing assignments, but I developed an initial interest in cooking and learned to bake cakes and pies. Clearly the homemaking aspects of Dipo had been absorbed into the traditional Ghanaian education curriculum.



The pernicious aspect of traditional puberty rites is the focus on the girls’ so-called purity as a marker of value and grooming to take care of a home, not because it is an essential life skill but because it meets the patriarchal expectation that women freely offer physical and emotional labor to keep societies functioning. And yet there is much that we can take from the ways in which these traditional schools for girls have been run. There is great value in bringing young girls who are close in age together and allocating a specific period of time to educate them about their bodies and how to care for themselves and their environment. Girl-centered schools also create opportunities for learning together and bonding on the basis of shared experiences and values. From Richeal’s experiences, it appears that even the contemporary form of Dipo—much shortened in her case, to a weekend instead of a year—created opportunities for connection and a formal acceptance into Krobo womanhood. Nkiru Nkegwu, in her article “ ‘Osunality’ (or African eroticism),” writes about the importance of the various traditional spaces that exist in African societies to pass on knowledge about sex and sexualities. She states, “Notwithstanding the variations in detail and duration of seclusion, the schools created spaces for women to transmit indigenous ideas on sexuality and pleasure, and to fashion a group identity and a unifying female-identified consciousness that they utilize to work in the community in a complementary relation to men with male-identified consciousness.”7 A contemporary take on traditional schools for girls would be centered on principles of gender equality and equity. Girls would learn about the wonders of their bodies and have safe spaces in which to ask all the questions they had about sex and sexualities.






CHAPTER TWO Ssengas: The Value of Having a Sex Auntie

Everybody has that one cool auntie they have a great relationship with. Mine is Auntie Kay. She is my mum’s youngest sister, and when I was born, she moved to London for about a year to take care of me. She must have been about eighteen years old at the time. When I was two, my mum and I moved to Ghana. She was pregnant with my brother and could not envisage balancing the care of two children with the hectic job she had in London. Her sister Kay had by then moved to Nigeria, where she was working as a beautician. A few years after we moved to Ghana, Kay, the woman I fondly call “my favorite aunt,” also returned home to Ghana and started her beauty shop on the verandah of her parents’ home in Accra. My mum, brother, and I lived at that same house, and so Auntie Kay and I became even closer. I was not yet ten when I started working as her assistant at the salon, and in hindsight I suspect I was more hindrance than help, although she never gave me any such impression. In fact, she would sometimes take me with her on work trips. I have fond memories of one trip in particular that we took to Kumasi, the second largest city in Ghana, where she was traveling to prepare a bride on her wedding day. I must have been about thirteen at the time. I fell in love with the bride’s nephew. He was skinny, light-skinned, and had a mop of curly hair. I thought he was the most handsome boy I had ever met. Luckily, my teen crush reciprocated, and the boy and I spent all our time playing together. It was an innocent, swoony kind of love—I remember my heart constantly racing in his presence, but nothing untoward happened. We never even kissed or touched each other. We were just happy to be in each other’s presence.

My aunt was actively dating at the time. I remember Kay taking me on one of her dates to a fancy restaurant and showing me how to use the multiple types of cutlery that had been laid out. I remember we ate sole, so I will forever associate eating sole with being fancy. At the time I thought that I had gone on the date so my aunt could teach me proper dining etiquette, but now I can see that my inclusion in her date was probably to serve many purposes—yes, it was a form of education, but also a way for me to serve as a chaperone of sorts. Much later, this same aunt told me, “Never cook for a man until he’s married to you.” Surely no one needs to cook for a man, regardless of whether you’re married to him or not—but I get it, she was speaking about ensuring that you were always treated special and not getting caught up in the humdrum of married life before entering that institution. Fortunately, I’ve never been one for institutions of any kind.

Still, I appreciated her closeness and advice on matters I would never discuss with my mum. Now imagine if your favorite aunt was also given an explicit role to teach you about sex and prepare you for womanhood. That is the role the ssenga plays among the Baganda people of Uganda. The ssenga is not necessarily your favorite aunt—she’s simply one of your paternal aunts, a woman accorded the highest level of respect because of the space she occupies. A ssenga is allowed entry into your home at any point in time. She is treated differently from other aunts and consulted about important events. As Sylvia Tamale, a Ugandan feminist, academic, and writer, explains, “Ssengas are the chief custodians of Buganda women’s sexual secrets.”1

I asked Namusoke, a Baganda woman in her thirties, to talk to me about the gendered aspects of her culture. We had met on the sidelines of a feminist conference, and over an intimate dinner she shared that she had experienced labia pulling as a child. She was ten years old when she was introduced to her ssenga. At the time, she was in boarding school—which she had been attending since the age of three—and soon after she had started her period her mother came to visit with an aunt who had a completely different demeanor from all her other aunts. For starters, she didn’t give her any pocket money at the end of their visit like her other aunts did. When Namusoke quizzed her mother about it later, she said, “Ah Namusoke, that is your ssenga.” After that initial introduction, her ssenga was always around whenever she was home on holidays. On one such occasion, Namusoke was watching television with her ssenga, and a couple started kissing on-screen. She quickly left the room. Later, her aunt engaged her in conversation: “Why did you walk away when we were watching TV? Were you embarrassed? I thought girls like you appreciate a happy ending.”

Namusoke replied, “I thought I had to walk away and leave you alone to watch TV.”

Her aunt reassured her, “Namusoke, you don’t have to get shy when you’re watching TV. You can be comfortable with me. I’m not going to tell your parents that you watch these things. If an adult is there and you’re watching something, just stay in your place and enjoy yourself. Don’t feel guilty about it. If you watch sex scenes and want to act on what you’ve seen, just make sure to talk to me before you do.”

Namusoke was suspicious. When she watched TV with her mother, she would always walk away whenever there was a scene in which the characters were kissing or having sex, and her mother had never urged her to stay, or discussed it with her afterward.

The reason for this, as Namusoke explained when I interviewed her,2 is that among the Baganda,3 the ssenga, not the girl’s mother, is responsible for teaching her young niece about preparing her body for sex in the future. Traditionally, this rite is known as okukyalira ensiko, which translates as “visiting the bush,” and involves the pulling of the labia minora. As Tamale explains, this was traditionally performed within a clearing in the bush where the herbs used for the practice were widely available. However, Namusoke’s ssenga was not the person who introduced her to this rite of passage; the matrons at her boarding school had already done so when she was seven years old.

“Even before the matrons started speaking to us about okukyalira ensiko,” Namusoke told me, “you would hear about it from the older girls—‘we’ve started pulling’—but when you asked what that was, they would say something cryptic like ‘we cannot tell you until you reach this grade.’ ” Namusoke was in the third year of primary school when she first noticed while showering with her classmates that her friend Ayesha had labia that were longer than everybody else. “What is that?” she asked while pointing to the flesh that was visibly hanging below her mound. Ayesha replied, “I’ve pulled, and I’ll be ready for marriage.” It later dawned on Namusoke that Ayesha must have started “pulling” at a really early age, because of how elongated her labia already were at that early stage in life.

One day while Namusoke was in fifth grade, the matron told her and her fellow students that they needed to come back from their evening classes earlier than usual for a talk. It wasn’t unusual for them to be talked to as a group. Oftentimes, they disregarded the instruction to be present by a particular time, took whatever punishment was doled out, and simply moved on with the rest of their day. But on this particular occasion, the older girls came round to the main school and ensured everyone was back at the residences in time for the talk. That was strange. And when the matron finally had her group together, she started off by saying, “This school is a traditional Baganda school and we have to expose you to certain things. Do you know about pulling?”

Everyone chorused, “No.”

And then she brought one of the older girls forward and said, “Please show them.”

The older girl sat and spread her legs wide. Some of the young girls present started laughing. The matron chided them, and said, “Don’t laugh, pay attention. What I am going to tell you will be useful in the future.”

Throughout the presentation, she spoke Luganda, the language of the Baganda people, and not English, which was usually the language of formal instruction. “This is the woman’s genitals. This is the part you pull—the inner labia.” She went on, “Wash your hands before you start pulling. Do it like a massage—be soft on yourself—like you’re trying to please yourself.”

The first time Namusoke saw the older girl open her legs in front of the class, she felt embarrassed, but she also noticed the girl looked really comfortable. About a month later, the matron asked the older girl if she would be comfortable with the younger girls touching her “down there.” The older girl said yes, and so the little girls crowded around her, and took turns to gently touch her labia. Speaking Luganda, the matron asked the older girl, “How does it feel when they touch you?” And as Namusoke remembers it, the response she gave translated most closely as “It sparks up a fire.”

The following week, Namusoke and her cohort were introduced to a particular herb that was used to pull the labia. The girls were instructed to rub the herb on their fingers and then pull. It burned like red hot chili peppers, and so the girls had to be really careful about using just the right amount to make the fiery sensation bearable. At that stage, some of the girls lost interest in pulling, but others, including Namusoke, found the experience exciting, and continued. They had been advised to endure the burning sensation for about two hours at a time. They were told that if they could endure the pain, they would feel the benefit later. While in their dormitories, the girls would lie on their metal-framed bunk beds and practice pulling their labia gently. Their beds were in stacks of three, and sometimes they would all crowd together on the lowest bunk, watching while they took turns to pull. The older girls in the school kept checking on the younger ones, and would ask questions like “How many times a day are you pulling?” and “How is it going for you?”

I remember as a child sitting between my nanny’s legs while my hair was hot-combed, braided, or threaded. I would squirm and wriggle in discomfort and, frustrated by my inability to sit still, she would say something along the lines of “You think it’s easy to be beautiful, sit down quietly and let me do your hair.” Having your hair braided is clearly very different from pulling on your labia, and yet both acts are about beautification, and conforming to the cultural standards of your community. And both acts teach girls to endure pain. Pulling was very much a communal activity in the Buganda school that Namusoke attended. Once the younger girls had gotten comfortable with pulling themselves, they were assigned older girls who supported them in the practice. They formed small groups, with each cohort assigned an older girl whose role was to provide guidance and direction. They would sit around in circles, spread their legs wide, and take turns pulling on one another’s labia. It could get very painful, and so usually while one person was pulling, another person would try to provide comfort by holding a thigh, hand, or head. The burn was intense, but the girls were encouraged not to focus on pain, but the future benefit—in a few short months, they would all have beautifully elongated labia. After a while, the younger girls no longer needed the support of the older ones. Pulling had become a regular habit. Still, from time to time the matron would check in, “Have you been pulling?’ ”

Namusoke explained that when they started pulling, they were told: “Enjoy it, it’s not a punishment.” I thought that was radical. I’m not aware of any other traditions where little girls are encouraged to become intimate with their genitalia and urged to enjoy personal touch. The communal nature of pulling also encouraged more connections, and friendships. It was common for one girl to ask another “Do you want to pull tonight?” and to hear in response “Yes please, come, let’s do it.” Pulling could also be a spontaneous activity. You could be chatting with your friend and then, out of the blue, start pulling. When the girls’ labia started getting elongated, they were told that they needed to be careful and not play with them all the time because they would get turned on. Namusoke recalled that when the matron had asked the older girl to open her legs, and asked permission for the younger girls to touch her, she had warned them in Luganda, “Don’t do it too much because it will turn her on and there’s no way you people are going to have sex here.”



When I shared Namusoke’s story with Hawa, a Senegalese feminist, and a woman I regard as a connoisseur of African sexualities, she told me that in Senegal, one’s paternal aunt is normally considered a “female father,” as she is responsible for teaching her nieces about sexuality. That is because it might be awkward for a girl and her mother to talk about sex, but that might not be the case between a girl and her paternal aunt. If you lived in the same house with your aunt, for instance, she could share her knowledge gradually. She might start by offering waist beads, and then on another occasion gift you some underwear. Even in contemporary societies, where extended relatives may not live in the same compound or village, the paternal aunt in Senegal is still responsible for ensuring young girls gain knowledge about sex. Girls may be sent to visit their paternal aunt while they are on vacation from school, or may be sent over on particular days of the week. Those are the occasions when an aunt gets the chance to nurture a bond with her niece, and starts to introduce conversations about sex and relationships.

Similarly, the practice of labia pulling is not unique to the Baganda and is practiced among several communities in Southern Africa. Dr. Skye Chirape is originally from Zimbabwe, and she told me that when she was about twelve years old, her maternal aunt informed her that she needed to start pulling her labia, an act known in their community as kudhonza matinji. Skye is Shona, and like the Baganda of Uganda, historically, it would have been her paternal aunt who would have been responsible for ensuring this labia pulling was done. But life was different circa 1989. At the time, Skye and her family lived in a high-density suburb, far away from her paternal family. Besides, her mother and her paternal aunt did not get along. There were other girls of Skye’s age all living close together within a few minutes of one another, and one of the adults suggested that the girls could get together regularly and pull collectively. So a small group of girls—sometimes six, sometimes seven—would meet in one of the girls’ bedrooms, and in various stages of undress pull on their labia, while chatting and trading stories. These stories would be interspersed with the sounds of painful grunts.

Labia pulling was not an easy job, Skye told me. She had always been a rebellious child, although it doesn’t take much for an African child to be considered disobedient. Constantly questioning your elders, for instance, was, and still is in many cases today, considered rebellious. So Skye was constantly punished for various infractions. She started to question why she had to go through the pain of labia pulling, and the answers she received—“because it will please your husband,” “because then your husband will enjoy sex,” and “it will make childbirth easier”—did not satisfy her, and so she simply stopped pulling. But she continued to meet up with the other girls, and instead offered to help them pull. It was much easier to have somebody else pull on your labia, and so the other girls said yes. This way, Skye still benefited from being in community with her peers, and her family had no idea that she was not pulling.

When I asked Skye why she had offered to pull the labia of others, she said that at the time, she thought she was being of service to her peers. With hindsight, she now recognizes that her offer wasn’t fueled fully by mere altruism, it was also because she enjoyed being able to touch others intimately. Around that same period, Skye had started exploring her body. She had begun masturbating, and loved to read romance novels, the genre popularized in eighties Africa by publishers such as Mills & Boon, Silhouette, and Harlequin, influencing many young girls’ imaginations of love and desire.4 In the Mummy and Daddy games she and her friend would play, she preferred to take on the role of Daddy. And as the “resident puller,” she got to know the female anatomy in ways that the other children around her didn’t yet know. One time she shocked her science teacher by telling the students that girls had three orifices, a fact that was surprising for the rest of her classmates.

I can’t help but think that in a world where young girls are actively discouraged from touching themselves, it is radical to teach girls to gaze upon each other’s vulvas, and to encourage them to seek consent from other girls to touch each other. African feminist academic Nkiru Nzegwu points out that “labia stretching, in addition to acculturating genitalia, introduces young girls to their genitalia. It encourages them to explore, massage, and become familiar with it; in effect, introducing them to the act of self-stimulation or masturbation, and thereby leading to the discovery of other erogenous zones.”5

However, the motivation for labia pulling has patriarchal antecedents. A common belief is that the elongated labia hold a man’s penis more tightly, and he experiences more pleasure as a result. Women who have not had their labias elongated in certain communities experience stigma as a result. A woman Skye knew got married and was returned to her family within a few days because she did not have an elongated labia. This led to a flurry of meetings, and the woman had to have her labia pulled before she could go back to her husband’s home.

At the time of this crisis, Skye’s aunt checked in with her again—“are you pulling?”—and when she confessed that she wasn’t, her aunt assigned their domestic help to ensure she pulled, but the rebellious Skye found a way to bribe the help, and did not pull. Today, Skye credits that early experience of labia pulling as fundamental to her current understanding of pleasure, and her own sexuality. As an adult, she has experienced sex with women and gender nonconforming people who have elongated labias, and says, “The pulled labia is a beautiful sight to behold.” Her partners with pulled labias also come across as being more sensitive to pleasure, and in general, seem to enjoy sex more. She also sees and feels the difference when she is having sex in the missionary position with a person who has an elongated labia. Skye says she now regrets not having pulled her labia. There was even a point in time as an adult when she tried to pull again, but it was too painful, and she gave it up.



When Namusoke was sent at age thirteen to a training program initiated by the queen of Buganda, there was a particular module taught by a woman who was known to be a ssenga for members of the royal family. As Namusoke describes it, the ssenga would come into class looking regal in her gomesi, a long, flowy Baganda gown with puffy sleeves, and on the first day, she said something along the lines of “In this class we do not laugh, we are not making jokes. When I ask questions, I need answers. If you can’t handle the conversation, you can leave.” That set the tone for the rest of the sex education Namusoke and the other girls received.

Some of the insights that the ssenga shared with Namusoke and the rest of her class have stayed with her, even those lessons that she now recognizes as false. For instance, she was told that “if you have pulled, you will have power over the man.” As Namusoke told me, “Life later proves to you that you may not be that powerful.” The royal ssenga also told her class of young women, “This is not just for your husband, it is also for you to enjoy. Just by feeling it, it triggers certain emotions in you and allows you to explore your body well.” Even at that young age, Namusoke already knew that to be true, because she had felt the feelings the ssenga was referring to.

For the longest time I wanted nothing more than to be a cool auntie, a feminist version of the ssenga. I had long felt ambivalent about motherhood, but auntiehood was the holy grail for me. And so, when my college bestie Malaka fell pregnant in our early twenties, I was excited and demanded that she make me godmother to her daughter. Malaka and I had a long history of being open and honest with each other about our romantic relationships, and in 2009 we had come together to start a blog about sex.

When we started the blog, I was newly divorced at thirty and caught up in the whirlwind of a passionate sexual relationship. And so, my early blog posts were basically
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