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DOING KNOWLEDGE THROUGH KNOWING 
WOMEN
Rachel Spronk

Why will Serena Dankwa’s mono graph on same-sex 
desir ing women in Ghana become a clas sic? There are 
myr iad rea sons why it should, of course. It is about 
a group of women who hardly fig ure in aca demic 
research. It is cap ti vat ing, describ ing women’s lives 
and using them to open up schol arly dis cus sions. It 
is elo quently writ ten. Most impor tant, it is based on 
excep tional research. People’s expe ri ences and lives are 
cen tered rather than “the tex tual and dis cur sive rep-
re sen ta tions of con tem po rary Afri cans.”1 Even as the 
schol ar ship of queer Afri can stud ies comes of age, the 
field boasts few empir i cal stud ies. Dankwa’s book dem-
on strates why this mat ters.

It is not a ques tion whether empir i cal stud ies are 
more valu able than dis cur sive ana ly ses based on lit er a-
ture, art, or pop u lar cul ture. Indeed, research from the 
human i ties has played an immense role in “free ing our 
imag i na tions” to under stand and research queer sexu-
alities.2 Knowing Women: Same-Sex Intimacy, Gender, and 
Identity in Postcolonial Ghana, how ever, indi cates that 
most work on queer gen der and sex u al ity is based on 
par tic u lar choices, such as rely ing on the par tic i pa tion 
of those who are  able to speak a lan guage like English. 
In the emerg ing schol ar ship of queer stud ies in Afri-
can soci e ties, few stud ies depict peo ple’s mun dane lives 
or the every day real i ties of work, fam ily, and lei sure 
beyond met ro pol i tan envi ron ments.

As the field of queer gen der and sex u al ity in Afri-
can soci e ties is incip i ent it remains understudied, if 
not mar gin al ized. Within the per sonal net works of 
research ers on gen der and sex u al ity in Africa, many 
worked under the radar, were forced not to pub lish 
their work, or sim ply gave up, while oth ers did not even 
ven ture into the study of gen der and sex u al ity. At the 
same time, many MA the ses, PhD dis ser ta tions, and 
work ing papers on gen der, sex u al ity, and diver sity are 
fin ished at Ghanaian and Kenyan uni ver si ties, the ones 
I am famil iar with. There are many rea sons why these 
young schol ars did not pur sue an aca demic career, or 
why their work is not published. As Akosua Adomako-
Ampofo points out, it is the scholar’s obli ga tion to find 
this lit er a ture as part of her study.3 At the same time, 
the chal leng ing cir cum stances in Afri can insti tu tions 
for study ing queer gen der and sex u al ity also means 
that most work is under taken by non-Africa-based 
schol ars, or by Afri can-based activ ist orga ni za tions and 

net works. These groups and net works are typ i cally part 
of global net works that have gained ground over the 
last ten to twenty years and that have put queer gen der 
and sex u al ity prom i nently on the agenda. This sit u a-
tion has proven to be both enriching but it also poses 
some chal lenges.

Even before Dankwa could start her for mal 
research, she ran into the dif  culty of locat ing inter loc-
u tors. In a con text where many who pur sued same-sex 
inti ma cies did not iden tify as les bian or gay in Western 
terms, it was not easy to find them. Female same-sex 
cul tures thrived on a tacit knowl edge that oper ated in 
the absence of a pub lic dis course of sex ual ori en ta tion. 
It was thus a strug le to find women who do not rec-
og nize them selves in the “grand identarian schemes” 
of fem i nist or queer solidarities that “assume a joint 
iden tity or engage in par tic i pa tory research meth ods” 
(7). In other words, Knowing Women depicts the chal-
lenge of study ing lives that resist the intelligibilities 
and dis cur sive regimes of met ro pol i tan sub cul tures 
and their schol ar ship and activ ism. Dankwa’s inter-
loc u tors under stand them selves as know ing women. 
Their knowl edge is acquired by expe ri ence, that is, the 
knowl edge and know-how devel oped by daily real i ties. 
“The epis te mo log i cal chal lenge was to iden tify women 
who were inti mately involved with each other with out 
assum ing either the pri macy of their sex ual liai son over 
other aspects of their friend ships or a fixed bound ary 
between sex ual and non sex ual inti macy. This would 
have priv i leged and reified ‘sex u al ity,’ the very cat e-
gory I set out to ques tion” (3). Dankwa describes the 
neces sity of her own unlearning. And this is the crux of 
the book: “To what extent is sex u al ity, as an ana lyt i cal 
cat e gory, the appro pri ate lens through which to con-
cep tu al ize . . .  same-sex desires and inti ma cies” (36)? 
Although this is not an entirely new ques tion in anthro-
pol ogy, which is Dankwa’s back ground, it remains a 
per ti nent one, as her book testifies.

The women Dankwa worked with under stand their 
same-sex expe ri ences as a “silent trade,” which is part 
of Ghanaian log ics of cul tur ally val ued tacit knowl-
edge. Knowing Women con sists of five exten sive chap-
ters in which the eth nog ra phy of women’s lives speaks 
back to aca demic and activ ist dis cus sions about iden-
tity, erot ics, kin ship, mar gin al i za tion, sex ual rights, 
and liv abil ity. Chapter 1 tells how the land scapes of 
neo lib er al ism and reli gion have brought sex u al ity into  
dis course. LGBT+ activ ism, the growth of reli gious 
(i.e., Pen te cos tal) hege mony, and the media that rein-
forced them have cre ated a con text in which sex u al ity 
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was called into ques tion. In the pro cess, it was clas si fied 
and under stood in new ways. Chapter 2, “Supi, Secrecy, 
and the Gift of Knowing,” cen ters women’s under stand-
ings of their erotic lives. Supi refers both to a prac tice 
and an inti mate same-sex dis course, mate ri al iz ing as 
a social iz ing sys tem. Being a “know ing woman” was a 
pro cess of learn ing by doing and becom ing engaged in 
a group of female friends. As iden tity was not an impor-
tant mat ter in women’s lives but loy alty, care, and wit, 
for instance, were, this learn ing pro cess resulted in 
very par tic u lar forms of knowl edge. Chapter 3 focuses 
on the gen dered lan guage through which the women 
framed their same-sex rela tion ships. Their self-under-
stand ing can not be cap tured by a term like female mas-
culinity, Dankwa argues, which repro duces dual isms 
of sex and gen der (the idea of two sets of gen i tals that 
give rise to two gen ders) and of notions of het ero sex-
u al ity and nonheterosexuality. Chapter 4 exam ines 
moth er hood as a met a phor for inti mate rela tion ships 
forged across con sid er able diff er ences in social and 
eco nomic sta tus. It deals with the mate ri al ity of love in 
Ghana that escapes Euro-Amer i can notions of love and 
care. Finally, chap ter 5 focuses on kin ship and how inti-
mate ties between women of the same age group are 
often under stood in terms of siblinghood. In short, the 
book per haps fol lows a more or less expected course of 
themes on female queer sex u al ity, but the way women’s 
lives fig ure prom i nently and exten sively cre ates a pow-
er ful argu ment.

Dankwa empha sizes the pro duc tiv ity of cul-
tural dis cre tion, as well as its chal lenges for research, 
through out the book. When peo ple do not nec es sar ily 
iden tify their erotic desire with (their) per son hood, 
“sex u al ity” is less an iden tity than it is praxis. Glo ria 
Wekker’s old (yet not often cited) adage “what’s iden tity 
got to do with it?”4 rever ber ates strongly. Personhood is 
based on the com bi na tion of gen der, age, and par ent-
hood. The cen tral ity of sex ual acts that is priv i leged in 
notions of sex ual iden tity can not be assumed, Dankwa 
argues. When per son hood is not orga nized around the 
idea of a sex ual iden tity, then the sub ver sive poten tial 
of nonnormative expe ri ences may not be read ily rec-
og niz able according to cur rent global forms of sex ual 
pol i tics. Whereas the logic of most global sex ual pol-
i tics is based on notions of con fron ta tion and pub lic 
argu men ta tion for sex ual rights, dis si dent prac tices 
and behav iors that do not prime sex ual iden tity may not 
be rec og nized but may be tac itly exis tent and known. In 
Ghana, most cul tures draw on norms of ver bal indi rec-
tion and dis cre tion, which allow for the con ceal ment of 

nonnormative sex ual con duct. Particularly homo so cial  
spaces of inti macy pro vide an envi ron ment in which 
same-sex bonds are expressed through a lan guage of 
allu sion. This is not a mat ter of silenc ing, as notions of 
dis cre tion and indi rec tion amount to more than a way 
of avoiding con flicts and con fron ta tions.5 They imply 
that norms are accom pa nied by every day trans gres sions 
and contingencies. Accordingly, norms and val ues con-
tain and allow for inconsistencies, and thus for var i a-
tion. This is a most impor tant and tit il lat ing insight, not 
only for the study of queer sexualities. Dankwa’s work 
unearths how nar ra tives of sex u al ity strug le to accom-
mo date intrin sic ambi gu i ties, con flicts, or con tra dic-
tions, as they are founded on notions of free dom ver-
sus con straint, open ness ver sus con for mity, or choice 
ver sus obli ga tion. As Thomas Hendriks argues, in much 
queer lit er a ture, norms and val ues are thought of as 
being in oppo si tion to an idea of free dom that is more 
or less curtailed by and through pro cesses of nor mal i-
za tion, and trans gres sion is then seen as an implicit or 
explicit act of resis tance.6 However, Hendriks’s as well 
as Dankwa’s inter loc u tors’ lives tes tify to how such 
oppo si tions are unhelp ful and how the liv abil ity of 
queer lives rests on diff er ent log ics. It goes with out say-
ing that more empir i cal research is needed to inves ti-
gate the appar ent con tra dic tions between trans gres sion 
and (tacit) accep tance.7

Knowing Women intro duces the reader to the messy 
lives of work ing-class women, where care and sol i dar-
ity coex ist along side con flict and vio lence. Dankwa 
does not shy away from writ ing about unseemly behav-
ior. Women’s lives are marked by emo tional and mate-
rial com pli ca tions that have every thing to do with their 
mar gin al ized sta tus as youn ger and impoverished, 
some times in inter con nec tion with gen der that oper-
ates in hier ar chi cal ways. Their mar gin al ized sta tus is 
not so much related to their desire for women. Queer 
lives and expe ri ences are first and fore most lives in the 
sense of vivac ity, via bil ity, and (co)exis tence: in other 
words, queer is life and life is queer. In the impor tant 
essay “Queering Queer Africa,” Stella Nyanzi argues 
that queer schol ar ship in Africa must broaden its scope 
so as to “explore and artic u late local nuances of being 
non-heteronormative and non-gen der conforming.”8 
Nyanzi writes, “The can vas of pos si bil i ties demand ing 
queer pro duc tion of knowl edge from Africa include 
rela tion ships, plea sure, inti macy, par ent hood, edu ca-
tion, voice and expres sion, rep re sen ta tion and vis i bil ity, 
hous ing and shel ter, move ment, migra tion, exile and 
asy lum, employ ment, income gen er a tion, live li hoods, 
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fam ily, rit ual, health, spir i tu al ity, reli gion, faith, rit ual, 
vio lence, secu rity and safety, nation al ism, eth nic ity, and 
glob al iza tion.”9 Whereas these top ics have always been 
part of the pro duc tion of knowl edge in queer sex u al ity 
stud ies, by undo ing the idea that sex ual ori en ta tion is 
at the heart of being, new research ques tions arise and 
diff er ent ter rains can be explored.10

As I am writ ing this text in win ter of 2022, a so-
called anti-LGBT bill is being debated in the Ghanaian 
par lia ment, pro pos ing the crim i nal i za tion of LGBT+ 
advo cacy, requir ing the denun ci a tion of “sus pects,” 
increas ing jail sen tences, and advo cat ing con ver sion 
ther apy.11 This “pro mo tion of proper human sex ual 
rights and Ghanaian fam ily val ues” bill will be very effec-
tive at cre at ing a hos tile envi ron ment in which vir u lent 
reac tions emerge that are in con tra dic tion with the com-
mon tacit acknowl edg ment of queer gen der and sex u-
al ity.12 The descrip tions of the expe ri ences of women 
who par tic i pated in activ ist cir cles exem plify accu rately 
the catch-22 of cur rent LGBT+ activ ism in Ghana and 
beyond. Whereas some, par tic u larly youn ger, queer 
per sons may be inter ested in cre at ing pub lic queer rec-
og ni tion, it is also clear why they shy away from it, as it 
may endan ger them. The con flict between the space that 
cul tural indi rec tion pro vi des and privileg ing the vis i-
ble of queer sexualities that insti gates vio lent responses 
poses an enor mous chal lenge for which there is no easy 
response (21). Also, the major ity of Dankwa’s inter loc-
u tors, and peo ple from other ongo ing research stud ies, 
did not expect or aspire to eman ci pa tion. Their first and 
fore most desire was to live eco nom i cally liv able lives, 
since they expe ri enced more vio lence from pov erty than 
dis crim i na tion, although this may be diff er ent in times 
of homo pho bic upheav als (see chap. 2). The par a dox i cal 
and pain ful real i za tion is that as “sex u al ity” is brought 
into dis course, the avail  able space to enact queer lives 
that already exist comes under pres sure.

Other obser va tions can be made about the “explo-
sion” of dis courses of sex u al ity.13 A global, mainly 
Anglophone, dis course poten tially medi ates and over-
writes a vari ety of local prac tices and expe ri ences. It 
medi ates how peo ple (may) come to under stand them-
selves. Dankwa touches briefly on gen er a tional diff er-
ence and how mid dle-aged and older women under-
stand their inti mate lives very diff er ently from the 
youn ger gen er a tions, who seem to iden tify more with 
global under stand ings. Some women endorsed global 
LGBT+ dis course; oth ers were strongly crit i cal of it, 
whereas oth ers had never been in con tact with it. One’s 
posi tion in soci ety mat ters, as Knowing Women dem on-

strates, and com ing into con ver sa tion with the global 
dis course on LGBT+ worked in diff er ent ways for dif-
fer ent women. While social jus tice requires a com mon 
lan guage, that lan guage some times over writes the nar-
ra tives and expe ri ences it claims to rep re sent.

The selec tion of Dwanka’s par tic i pants, men-
tioned ear lier, has sig nifi  cant effects here. There is a 
risk to study ing queer sexualities that res o nate with 
Euro-Amer i can ways of queer ness—the more vis i ble, 
flam boy ant, or iden ti fi able—starting from what is rec-
og niz able to more met ro pol i tan-ori ented per cep tions. 
Many peo ple in Africa are impoverished, illit er ate, or 
never come into con tact with activ ism. These peo ple 
will remain invis i ble to such accounts. If their lives are 
not taken into con sid er ation, the of cial knowl edge pro-
duced remains skewed. Additionally, LGBT+ dis course 
artic u lates an under stand ing of sex ual iden tity as a nat-
u ral way of being that was not the case for the major ity 
of the women in the book, and it is not the case for many 
oth ers across the con ti nent.14 Correspondingly, the fact 
that many women in Knowing Women also main tain sex-
ual rela tions with men may prove uncom fort able for 
some queer think ing. As more and more youn ger per-
sons in Ghana engage with the terms of global LGBT+ 
dis course, even if their abso lute num bers remain small, 
care ful inves ti ga tion shows that they resist and connect 
with Euro-Amer i can ideas in such a way that blows up 
any cat e gor i cal mean ing of LGBT+ or sex ual ori en ta tion. 
The lan guage of LGBT+ can not be taken at face value.

This brings us to the term sex u al ity. As Michel Fou-
cault famously argued, the term arose at a par tic u lar 
time and place, and for very spe cific rea sons. The sci-
en tific study of sex pro duced “sex u al ity” as the effect of 
a set of intersecting dis courses: med i cal, psy cho log i cal, 
ped a gog i cal, reli gious. “Sexuality” is not only a spe cific 
power/knowl edge regime that reg u lates sex but also its 
main prod uct or out come. In other words, it pro duces 
sub jects for whom “sex u al ity” con sti tutes the essen tial 
core of their inner selves. “Sexuality” thereby becomes 
some thing that one possesses and needs to “know” in 
order to under stand one’s inner most drives and desires. 
In this nar row sense, sex u al ity is noth ing but the inven-
tion of nineteenth-cen tury mod ern Euro pean sex ol ogy. 
As Hendriks and I have writ ten else where, “If, indeed, 
sex u al ity is a rel a tively recent and cul ture-spe cific 
form for con sid er ing—and expe ri enc ing—desire, how 
should one study sex in sit u a tions where and when sex-
u al ity does not, or did not, exist as such?”15 Since the 
turn of the cen tury, anthro pol o gists have argued that 
it is impor tant to “denat u ral ize Anglo-Euro pean con-
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cep tions of gen der and sex u al ity.”16 They showed that 
“gen der and sex is some thing peo ple do rather than an 
entity or a qual ity they pos sess”17 and argued that schol-
ars need to heed “that the o ri za tions be account able 
to their sub jects of study.”18 Even in the global North, 
sex u al ity starts to break down under its own con cep-
tual weight. Nevertheless, despite the rec og ni tion that 
iden ti ties are per for ma tive,19 there remains a ten dency 
in sex u al ity schol ar ship to reify sex ual categories.20 The 
term sex u al ity may be exhausted, but the cur rent hier-
ar chy of aca demic pro duc tion val o rizes a cer tain Anglo-
Amer i can schol ar ship that leads to an over re li ance on 
Anglophone lan guage and par tic u larly a US-focused 
queer stud ies.21 As a result, the pro duc tion of knowl-
edge on sex u al ity gave rise to par tic u lar clas si fi ca tions 
such as homo sex u al ity and het ero sex u al ity, each with 
its own cul tural his tor i cal gene al ogy. In spite of a rich 
tra di tion in crit i cal the ory, cer tain mean ings remain 
intact or have resumed impor tance, such as the cen tral-
ity of iden tity or the rea son ing in binary oppo si tions of 
gen der, of com ply ing and resisting, etcet era. Particu-
larly het ero sex u al ity has remained a heg e monic cat e-
gory, even when it is crit i cized. But even “queer sex u al-
ity” is a prod uct of a par tic u lar schol arly tra di tion with 
a strong incli na tion to cer tain forms of sex ual pol i tics. 
This remains a point of con cern exactly because of the 
dis cur sive nature of sex u al ity. As there is no replace-
ment for the term, “the impos si bil ity of nam ing the very 
sub ject of study” pro vi des new scopes for research.22 
Dankwa pro poses a clas si cal anthro po log i cal solu tion: 
to remain account able to one’s inter loc u tors.

Knowing women do not need “sex u al ity”; they 
undo it by privileg ing the erotic. And how (read Know-
ing Women). Dankwa builds on Audre Lorde’s work “The 
Uses of the Erotic,”23 which argues that the real i za tion 
of the erotic is the source of women’s agency and capac-
ity. Lorde locates power in women’s acknowl edg ment 
of desire and blurs the bound aries between the erotic 
and the polit i cal. “Knowing women” do the same. Too, 
Lorde erases erotic diff er ences between les bian, homo-
sex ual, bisex ual, and straight desire in order to pro mote 
desire as a cre a tive force. In other words, the erotic is a 
resource of knowl edge. For the women Dankwa writes 
about, erotic or sex ual behav ior is some thing they do, 
and not some thing that they are, and it is part of a mul-
ti fac eted social sys tem. This dis tinc tion between sex ual 
prac tice and iden tity is a nec es sary—though not always 
suf  cient—con di tion for a crit i cally empir i cal study of 
sex ual expe ri ence. Yet, sex u al ity is con tin u ously con-
sti tuted dis cur sively, despite desires to loosen its heg-

e monic grip. The clas si fi ca tion of sex (as in gen i tals), 
desire, and erotic prac tice, dovetailing with the idea 
of sex u al ity as sig ni fy ing one’s true self, has recently 
resulted in the ever more pre cise defi  ni tion of mul ti-
ple sexualities, as grasped by the mul ti ply ing acro nym 
LGBT+. However, the lan guage of LGBT+ does not need 
to be bet ter tuned toward representing more prop erly 
local real i ties; instead, schol ars and activ ists them selves 
may actu ally lack a lan guage to bet ter under stand many 
peo ple around the world. So how to write about the 
erotic beyond privileg ing the sex ual act and its intri cate 
rela tion with iden tity? Dankwa pro vi des a help ful route 
by starting from peo ple’s expe ri ences and lives. Women 
speak of their inti mate rela tions as friend ships, which 
itself implies a broader under stand ing of erotic sub jec-
tiv ity, based on spe cific rela tions borne out of cul tural 
notions of social sta tus and erotic under stand ings of 
the self. Dankwa shows how the term sex u al ity itself 
may need to be discarded.

Rachel Spronk is asso ci ate pro fes sor in the Department 
of Anthropology at the University of Amsterdam. Her 
var i ous research pro jects evi dence a con cern with the 
his tor i cal tra jec to ries that have shaped the pres ent, the 
pro duc tion of knowl edge about gen der and sex u al ity and, 
ulti mately, how the lived expe ri ences of peo ple inform 
our the o ret i cal mod els. She inves ti gates the inter face 
between sex u al ity and the mid dle clas ses in Ghana and 
Kenya, exam in ing prob lem atic assump tions behind both 
terms. She is coed i tor, with Thomas Hendriks, of Readings 
in Sexualities from Africa (Indiana University Press, 2020).

Notes
1. Dankwa, Knowing Women, 25. Hereafter cited in the text.

2. Wainaina, “We Must Free Our Imaginations.”

3. There are stark inequalities between the rel a tively com fort-
able posi tions in priv i leged uni ver si ties situated in the global 
North and the pre car i ous sit u a tions in which so many schol ars 
on the Afri can con ti nent find them selves. Particularly young 
and female schol ars face struc tural con straints in terms of find-
ing employ ment or inde pen dently decid ing on a research topic. 
In the words of Keguro Macharia, “What kind of gate must the 
black Afri can queer walk through? I can only note the struc tural 
white ness that con tin ues to admin is ter Afri can stud ies—note 
who runs aca demic jour nals, who serves as man ag ing edi tors, 
who sits on edi to rial boards, who peer reviews schol ar ship, 
whose work is cited, whose let ters of rec om men da tion mat ter—
aware that it con di tions the shape and recep tion of this writ ing” 
(“5 Reflections,” 499).

4. Wekker, “What’s Identity Got to Do with It?”

5. Bakuri, Spronk, and van Dijk, “Labour of Love.”

6. Hendriks, “Making Men Fall.”
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7. Nyeck, “Autobiography of Things Left Undone.”

8. Nyanzi, “Queering Queer Africa,” 67.

9. Nyanzi, “Queering Queer Africa,” 43.

10. Spronk and Nyeck, “Frontiers and Pioneers in (the Study of )
Queer Experiences in Africa.”

11. I use the acro nym LGBT+ to refer to the global dis course on
human rights endors ing diver sity in Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity (SOGI). The + is used to indi cate the prac tice of includ ing
more and pos si bil ity for more iden ti ties.

12. See Dankwa, Knowing Women, chaps. 1–2; Geoffrion, “Ghanaian
Youth and Festive Transvestism”; and Odoi, “Homophobic Violence 
in Ghana.”

13. Foucault, The History of Sexuality.

14. See also Mohammed et al., She Called Me Woman; Oudenhuijsen 
“Quietly Queer (ing).”

15. Hendriks and Spronk, Readings in Sexualities from Africa, 4.

16. Weston, “Lesbian/Gay Studies in the House of Anthropology.”

17. Morris, “All Made Up,” 573.

18. Boellstorff, “Queer Studies in the House of Anthropology,” 17.

19. Butler, Bodies That Matter.

20. See Halberstam, Gaga Feminism; Wiegman and Wilson, “Intro-
duction.”

21. Wilson, “Queer Anthropology.”

22. Boellstorff, “Queer Studies in the House of Anthropology,” 16.

23. Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic.”
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