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Abstract
To problematise Western discourses of a homophobic Africa, there is a need to analyse 
evidence of homophobia and its interplay with other attitudes, in ways that explore 
contextual differences. Hence, this article offers an original sociological analysis of 
quantitative data on homophobia in African states, examining how this inter-relates 
with xenophobia. Social attitudes data are drawn from the Afrobarometer research 
project as a unique and important source, and compared in five diverse contexts: 
Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia. Data are examined from Round 6 
(2014–2015) and Round 7 (2016–2018). Findings are interpreted in light of specific 
national literatures on the relations between sexuality, gender and nationalism, as 
well as wider critical and postcolonial perspectives – especially conceptualisation of 
sexual nationalisms, and recent literatures on political homophobia. Whereas analyses 
of homonationalism in Western societies have explored alignments of lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender and intersex rights affirmation with anti-immigrant attitudes, this 
study explores such relationships between homophobic and xenophobic attitudes in 
alternative patterns within specific African contexts. The analysis delivered not only 
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challenges Western discourses of generalised African homophobia (especially discussing 
the counterexample of Mozambique) but also advances understanding of the complexity 
of how attitudes inter-relate in different postcolonial states.

Keywords
Africa, homophobia, Kenya, Mozambique, nationalism, Nigeria, Senegal, sexuality, 
xenophobia, Zambia

Introduction

In analyses of African contexts, scholars of sexualities have identified a rise in homopho-
bic political discourse over the past two decades while also challenging Western repre-
sentations of a monolithically homophobic Africa and identifying differences between 
societies (Awondo et al., 2012). However, existing studies of such discrimination have 
focused on individual states or deployed literature reviews and qualitative sources for 
comparative analysis (Ekine and Abbas, 2013; Nyeck and Epprecht, 2013). By contrast, 
this article offers an original analysis of quantitative data on homophobia in African 
states, using a unique source: the Afrobarometer longitudinal survey of social attitudes.1 
Distinctively, we develop this through engaging critical perspectives on nationalisms and 
postcolonial Africa – hence providing an original sociological analysis of the relation-
ship of homophobia to xenophobia, conceptualising patterns of prejudice in relation to 
sexual nationalisms.

Sociology has been learning from postcolonial analyses (Said, 1978) and feminist and 
sexuality studies, to better understand how national identities, states and societies are 
differently constituted in relation to colonial histories and geopolitics. Postcolonial and 
decolonial feminisms identified how European colonialisms exported gender binaries 
and a social system of heterosexuality, as Lugones (2008) relates to West Africa’s Yorùbá 
people. African sexualities scholarship is exploring these themes, problematising 
Eurocentric origins of the concept homosexuality while challenging homophobia (Nyeck, 
2019; Tamale, 2011). However, there has not been systematic cross-national analysis of 
how homophobia inter-relates with discourses of nation.

This article thus offers analysis of social attitudes towards people outside heterosex-
ual norms and explores this in relation to xenophobia (dislike or hatred of foreigners) and 
sexual nationalism – a concept used by Mepschen (2011) to conceptualise how sexuali-
ties form part of nationalist discourses (Jaunait et al., 2013; Mepschen and Duyvendak, 
2012). While earlier researchers remarked on relations between nation and sexuality, a 
pivotal intervention by Puar (2007) introduced ‘homonationalism’. Homonationalism 
described a discourse primarily in North America and Europe which conjoins national-
ism with ‘homonormativity’ that idealises certain same-sex relationships echoing heter-
onormative coupledom (Duggan, 2003). Homonationalism focused on discursive 
conjoining of support for gay and lesbian equality with racism and nationalism, generat-
ing critique of ‘liberal rights discourses’ (Puar, 2013; Zanghellini, 2012). While still 
debated, Puar’s homonationalism analysis highlighted that Western states and societies 
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have selectively deployed human rights, for example, affirming lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT)2 human rights while failing in respects to address racism or 
migrant rights. Yet while homonationalism analysis suggests examining relationships 
between homophobia and xenophobia, sexual nationalism provides a more flexible con-
cept for analysis beyond Western societies. Moreover, while such literatures suggest the 
possibility of examining relationships between homophobia and xenophobia, it is litera-
tures concerning homophobia’s invocation in African national politics – reviewed below 
(e.g. Bosia, 2013; Kaoma, 2013; Rao, 2020) – that provide the theoretical and political 
rationale to investigate patterns in how social outsider groups are regarded in Africa.

The research began with our learning of the Afrobarometer project’s unique published 
quantitative data, including on attitudes to homosexuality across sub-Saharan countries. 
The present authors are sociologists independent of Afrobarometer, although grateful for 
a supportive discussion with Professor Robert Mattes. Following exploratory data analy-
sis and literature review, the research question was formulated: How do social attitudes 
to sexuality relate to sexual nationalisms in sub-Saharan Africa? This question avoided 
assuming homosexuality or sexual orientation as Eurocentric categories, yet was inter-
preted with a focus on same-sex or same-gender sexualities to explore anti-homosexual-
ity evident in existing research.

In this article, the section ‘Research on homophobia in Africa and sexual national-
isms’ discusses the literature conceptualising homophobia in Africa in relation to sex-
ual nationalisms. The section ‘Methodology’ outlines methodology. The section 
‘Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia’ reviews the literature on selected 
countries: Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia. The section ‘Analysis’ 
exposes results, and section ‘Discussion’ provides discussion. Finally, conclusions 
highlight distinctive contributions, emphasising insights from Mozambique.

Research on homophobia in Africa and sexual nationalisms

The research question emerges from debates over rising homophobic discourses among 
many African state leaders since the 1990s. Our starting point is that commentators such 
as Awondo, Geschiere and Reid have begun to disaggregate levels and forms of homo-
phobia in African states, challenging a homogenising picture by comparing Senegal, 
Cameroon, Uganda and South Africa (Awondo et al., 2012). These issues need exploring 
through engagement with African studies of gender and sexuality in relation to racialisa-
tion, ethnicity, nationalisms and colonialities (Ekine and Abbas, 2013; Nyeck and 
Epprecht, 2013). In African queer studies, ‘homosexual’ is a Western concept with a 
complex relationship to expressions of same-sex or same-gender sexuality through prac-
tices or identifications in different cultures (Edwards and Epprecht, 2020).

The task of interpreting attitudes to homosexuality requires consideration of how 
contexts relate to colonial histories and transnational discourses. Rao’s (2020) outstand-
ing study Out of Time: The Queer Politics of Postcoloniality, providing deep historical 
contextualisation of Uganda’s discourses, is an important reference regarding how to 
interpret data from times and places – without drawing it easily into international frame-
works. Critical postcolonial queer scholarship illuminates how distinct national dis-
courses emerged.



176 Current Sociology 71(1)

There is an international literature on ‘political homophobia’ (Bosia and Weiss, 2013) 
applied in African contexts, which is valuable for understanding the relationship of hom-
ophobic discourses to nationalisms. Political homophobia assists analysis where state 
politicians deploy homophobia within wider nationalist strategies, especially where 
lacking economic power and utilising cultural politics for distraction. Bosia (2013) dis-
tinguishes between mainstream psychological theories of homophobia as irrational 
antipathy and political homophobia understood more broadly, concerning how dis-
courses are utilised. Kaoma (2013: 89–91) relates the concept to Ugandan officials 
including President Museveni. Serrano Amaya (2018) extended the concept in South 
Africa. Overall, literatures by African scholars of homophobia, by critical postcolonial 
queer theorists and by political homophobia researchers all suggest the value of research-
ing sexual nationalisms in Africa via interplay of homophobia with xenophobia, provid-
ing a theoretical foundation (although racial dynamics are profoundly different from 
Western immigration debates).

A first analysis of Afrobarometer’s 2014–2015 data on attitudes to homosexuals by 
Dreier et al. (2020) only examines the relationship to religious attitudes, suggesting reli-
giously pluralistic communities are more tolerant of homosexuality. There remains a gap 
for analysing the relationship to nationalism and immigration. Our approach develops from 
first quantitative measurements of homonationalist values in other regions, though in 
Africa we conceptualise ‘homosexuality-inclusive nationalism’ instead, given Puar’s spe-
cific conception of homonationalism as an analytic. Working with secondary data, different 
approaches have juxtaposed items measuring attitudes towards immigrants and homosexu-
als, centring on homonationalists (Domínguez Amorós and Freude, 2021; Freude and 
Vergés Bosch, 2020; Spierings, 2020). Like Spierings (2020), we can explore binary dis-
tinctions between positive and negative attitudes as they inter-relate. Homosexuality-
inclusive nationalism can be taken as implying three further combinations of attitudes to 
homosexuality and to immigrants/foreigners (see Table 1). The work of Domínguez 
Amorós and Freude (2021) considered the correlation between homosexual inclusiveness 
and xenophobia as an indicator for homonationalism (e.g. in Europe), arguing that homon-
ationalists constitute a rising group reaching at most 20%. A general positive correlation – 
more lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersexual (LGBTI) inclusion, more exclusion 
of immigrants – cannot be detected; it works mostly the opposite way.

In a first explorative analysis using the World Values Survey (WVS), we were sur-
prised about negative correlates in some African countries: those indicating least homo-
phobia showed more xenophobia, affirmed by Bangwayo-Skeete and Zikhali (2011). 
This prompted interest in research. This article further analyses the homophobia/xeno-
phobia relationship.

Table 1. Relations of homophobia and xenophobia.

Inclusion of immigrants
Absence of xenophobia

Exclusion of immigrants
Xenophobia

Inclusion of homosexuals Inclusiveness Homosexuality-inclusive 
nationalists

Exclusion of homosexuals Homophobic internationalism Exclusion
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For our theoretical framework, it is important to examine the concept homophobia, 
potentially problematic in African contexts. Adam’s essay ‘Theorizing Homophobia’ pro-
vides a critical problematisation of the concept, noting how psychologising implications 
of ‘phobia’ often displace social structural and cultural explanations (Adam, 1998). We 
take this on board, while noting that homophobia is now often used with a wider meaning, 
as with racism. Africa’s sexualities literature shows that ‘homophobia’ has tended to be 
understood as relating to a specific category of homosexuals associated with being White 
and/or non-African (Nyeck and Epprecht, 2013). Use of the concept homophobia is justi-
fied since political discourses have often focused on ‘homosexuality’, as with Uganda’s 
notorious Anti-Homosexuality Act 2014; Rao, 2020), but needs careful interpretation; 
comments about homosexuals may not apply to all Africans engaging in same-sex/same-
gender acts. State homophobia discourses translate into prejudices against various LGBTI 
and otherwise-identified people outside heterosexuality and cisgenderism.

Methodology

Our starting point is the only available quantitative data on social attitudes of homopho-
bia across African states, from Afrobarometer, accompanied by wider attitudes data. We 
propose a descriptive and explorative approach to quantitative data, rather than hypoth-
esis-testing, due to a complex theoretical background; for commencing quantitative 
analysis of sexual nationalisms in Africa, complex causal modelling is not appropriate. 
The research design draws together quantitative data with understanding of contexts 
from literature reviews, to develop analysis.

Feminist, queer and postcolonial scholars have contributed critically to social science 
methodology, often criticising quantitative methods because of rigidness and objectivity 
claims (Biglia and Vergés Bosch, 2016; Browne and Nash, 2010; Grosfoguel, 2011). 
Quantitative data must be handled through critical, sensitive examination.

Epistemology

At the epistemological level, our research question highlights a gap for investigation of 
relationships between attitudes to non-heterosexual people and xenophobia in Africa, 
especially quantitatively. We assume multiple structures of inequality as suggested in 
intersectional and decolonial feminist analyses (Lugones, 2008; McCall, 2005). As post-
structuralism and queer theory suggest, we assume that discourses can constitute sub-
jects (Foucault, 1979), informing data interpretation.

Methods

At the methods level, the research design involved different stages. First came country 
case selection: only five were chosen to enable reviews of literature on contexts and 
examination of interplays between homophobia and xenophobia in depth, avoiding 
decontextualisation common in quantitative analyses across countries. Case selection 
was followed by literature reviews for countries. The main analysis then involved using 
available data on attitudes towards homosexuals and immigrants (an indicator of nation-
alism), from the Afrobarometer (2020) survey. These data uniquely allowed quantitative 
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analysis of attitudes to homosexuality collected recently in two rounds and comparison 
to xenophobia attitudes – also comparative analysis between states. A further stage, rep-
resented in the ‘Discussion’ section, was to consider how statistical findings can be inter-
preted with reference to literature, including on sexual nationalism. Overall, we offer a 
quantitative glimpse of attitudes to homosexuality and their relationship to xenophobia 
and sexual nationalism – arguing that quantitative data from representative survey stud-
ies, interpreted contextually, can generate insights.

The Afrobarometer survey asks questions about whether individuals would like or 
dislike to have a ‘homosexual’ or ‘immigrant/foreign worker’ as a neighbour. We refer to 
data from the question about attitudes to homosexuals as measuring ‘homophobia’ and 
data from the question about attitudes to immigrants as measuring ‘xenophobia’, recog-
nising that this is a simplifying representation of data which capture positive and nega-
tive attitudes. Both homophobia and xenophobia have dominant psychologising 
meanings which from a critical sociological perspective we do not share, especially for 
African contexts. Data on homophobia or xenophobia should be understood as express-
ing dislike for homosexuals or foreigners that sometimes has some reasonable basis, for 
example, where groups are economically privileged (e.g. tourists). Nevertheless, both 
terms are useful in challenging negative attitudes and legitimate to use though needing 
careful contextual interpretation. We also recognise that data are from general popula-
tions, and hence our study only reveals discourses related to sexual nationalism in gen-
eral social life; the relationship to discourses among politicians and the media is a second 
order issue.

Departing from the combination of xenophobia and homophobia (Domínguez 
Amorós and Freude, 2021; Spierings, 2020), we can follow the binary distinction 
between positive and negative attitudes. Four possibilities can be represented in a grid 
and labelled (Table 1). Another approach is to look for the relationship between xeno-
phobia and homophobia, considering (1) no relation, (2) a positive relation and (3) a 
negative relation. Also, we will measure whether there is greater inclusion of immi-
grants or homosexuals.

The data are from the Afrobarometer, which describes itself as a

non-partisan, pan-African research institution conducting public attitude surveys on democracy, 
governance, the economy and society in 30+ countries repeated on a regular cycle. We are the 
world’s leading source of high-quality data on what Africans are thinking. (Afrobarometer, 
2020)

Afrobarometer has conducted surveys over seven rounds since 2001, becoming a 
prestigious source with representative samples for over 30 African countries. We used 
Afrobarometer (2020) data rather than the WVS because the former adopt a more con-
textualised view on African societies, also including more countries and more recent data 
– with a smaller interval of 2–3 years. Afrobarometer’s survey includes items on atti-
tudes to homosexuals and to immigrants/foreign workers.

For cases, we selected five diverse sub-Saharan African states in two moments (2014–
2015; 2016–2018), enabling measurement of change over time (Table 2). Selection of 
Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia was designed to capture diversity in 
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four respects. First, the states are from a variety of geographical locations – west, east 
and south. Second, the states are of varying population, ranging from 16 million in 
Senegal to 196 million in Nigeria. Third, states have been subject to different colonial-
isms: Portuguese (Mozambique), French (Senegal) and British (Kenya, Nigeria, Zambia). 
Fourth, the states have different religions predominating – Kenya, Mozambique and 
Zambia have Christian majorities, Senegal has a Muslim majority, and Nigeria is approx-
imately half Muslim, half Christian; all also have forms of African spiritual belief. 
Summing up, we selected five countries to capture differences in four criteria: (1) loca-
tions, (2) population size, (3) colonialisms and (4) religions.

Regarding Afrobarometer’s questionnaire, it is important to discuss the arrival of 
items measuring attitudes towards homosexuals. The question on homosexuality entered 
in Round 6 (2014/2015) and is still solitary. In this respect, the Afrobarometer itself may 
warrant discussion elsewhere by sexual nationalism scholars: in recent years, positive 
attitudes on homosexuality have become a perceived indicator of progress and ‘civiliza-
tion’. However, we do not want to reproduce Eurocentric analysis, but rather to consider 
how homophobia is related to xenophobia and nationalism.

To measure homophobia and xenophobia, we focus on the single question posed con-
cerning both homosexuals and immigrants/foreign workers, which is expressed with ref-
erence to ‘neighbours’: ‘For each of the following types of people, please tell me whether 
you would like having people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care’ 
[Homosexuals] [Immigrants/Foreign Workers]. Respondents express degrees of appre-
ciation of characteristics, on a 5-point scale: ‘strongly like’, ‘somewhat like’, ‘would not 
care’, ‘somewhat dislike’ and ‘strongly dislike’. However, the focus on attitudes to 
‘neighbours’ means the question is not a straightforward measure of sexual nationalism, 
since it invokes experiences in everyday life rather than relating to the nation or state.

Regarding questionnaire terminology, a crucial aspect of our methodology is to appre-
ciate the cultural specificities of how the concept homosexual will be interpreted in Africa. 
‘Homosexual’ originates from European sexology and became used in Western societies 
during the 20th century but became debated in Africa from the 1990s. It is important to 
appreciate various forms of sexual practice or identification, and diverse gender identifi-
cations, which historically existed outside the framing of ‘homosexuality’. An example is 
the identity of ‘goor-jiggen’ (translating as ‘man-woman’) in Senegal, a male-bodied per-
son ascribed a social role associated with spiritual abilities and presentation interpreted as 
feminine (M’Baye, 2013; Niang, 2004). So, anti-homosexuality in Africa excludes a colo-
nial other but may not necessarily exclude indigenous identifications.

Table 2. Overview of data and countries of analysis (Rounds 6 and 7).

Country Colonisation Year N Year N Habitants

Kenya UK 2014 2394 2016 1599 48 M
Mozambique Portugal 2015 2400 2018 2392 30 M
Nigeria UK 2015 2400 2017 1600 196 M
Senegal France 2014 1200 2017 1200 16 M
Zambia UK 2014 1195 2017 1200 17 M
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Techniques

For our analysis, we recoded the question into a dummy variable where 0 gathers the 
responses ranging from ‘strongly like’ or ‘somewhat like’ through ‘would not care’, 
while ‘somewhat dislike’ to ‘strongly dislike’ are collapsed in code 1. By this operation, 
we lose specificity, but gain interpretability and comparability (e.g. with analysis of the 
WVS). Taking into account the very unequal distribution of different categories, a recod-
ification also makes sense for the different requisites of statistical procedures (López-
Roldán and Fachelli, 2015).

Both variables of interest are dichotomic; hence, we code existence of homophobia or 
xenophobia as 1, whereas absence of homophobia/xenophobia is coded as 0. Hence, both 
of our dependent variables are dummies which can be treated as quantitative variables 
and we can compare means. The mean (e.g. 0.7) can be interpreted such that 70% of 
those interviewed do not want homosexuals as neighbours.

As we only have two different moments, we check whether there is a difference over 
time through a t-test. Significant differences between the sixth and seventh rounds are 
marked with * or **; if no significant differences are observed, the t-value is accompa-
nied with ***. For differences between the countries, we did an ANOVA (analysis of 
variance); the F-value indicates any statistically significant differences between coun-
tries (López-Roldán and Fachelli, 2015: 5-37).

We also analysed how homophobia and xenophobia relate in different countries. 
Therefore, we expose the summary of the contingency tables on the relation of homo-
phobia and xenophobia, categorising the four resulting cells from the juxtaposition of 
homophobia and xenophobia as inclusiveness, exclusiveness, homosexuality-inclusive 
nationalism and homophobic internationalism. We indicate the statistics measuring 
whether there is a relationship between the two variables, how strong it is and which 
direction it takes (López-Roldán and Fachelli, 2015: 28)

φ =
x

n

2

Finally, we calculate an indicator of differential inclusion (Domínguez Amorós and 
Freude, 2021) for each country: is there a differential inclusion/exclusion of homosexu-
als and immigrants or are they equally included/excluded?

Indicator of differential inclusion IDI
Indicator collec( ) = ttive 1

Indicator collective 2
 

Validity in exploratory research

Overall, we recognise limitations of an exploratory research design and especially what 
quantitative methods can offer, even where data consistency from two time periods indi-
cates reliability and replicability. The methodology extrapolates meaning and tentative 
inferences from data through interpretation in relation to national literatures (some using 
qualitative methods) that document socio-cultural contexts. While qualitative data on 
how participants interpreted survey questions would be desirable, they are not available 
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from Afrobarometer, but existing literatures such as on goor-jiggen in Senegal (below) 
give some indications. Further qualitative research is needed. Other independent varia-
bles such as ethnicity, age, sex, gender or educational level could be explored with more 
space. Comparison nevertheless generates some external validity to generalise interest-
ing inferences beyond countries examined, including by reference to colonial histories. 
We next consider literatures on the five countries, space permitting only a glimpse of 
socio-political contexts.

Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia

Kenya is a democracy, although beset by political divisions and violence under President 
Kenyatta of the Jubilee Party from 2013, with two ethnically aligned party groupings 
mobilising nationalism (Ossome, 2018). Regarding migration, Kenya is a destination 
country, with a million migrants (2% of population) often in encampments (Hargreave 
et al., 2020). Existing literature shows Kenya to be an African state characterised by 
‘national heterosexuality’ in government and media discourse (Macharia, 2013), but 
where queer voices emerged early in Africa (Mwachiro, 2013). A plethora of LGBTI 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have formed, many within the Gay and Lesbian 
Coalition of Kenya (GALCK) (Thirikwa, 2018). Ground-breaking legal actions includ-
ing for decriminalisation were initiated, although decriminalisation was defeated in the 
Supreme Court in 2018 (Gomes da Costa Santos and Waites, 2019). Overall, existing 
literature suggests state and societal homophobia contested by high levels of LGBTI 
movement activity.

Nigeria is a fragile democracy characterised by major ethnic conflicts and executive 
dominance, where President Buhari – a former General and a Muslim – won election 
with the All Progressives Congress in 2015 (Baba, 2018). Nigeria is a destination coun-
try for regional migration. Historically, it has been influentially argued that Yorùbá peo-
ple did not have a gender binary before colonialism (Oyěwùmí, 1997). However, Nigeria 
in recent decades experienced a growth of homophobia influenced by rising Christian 
Pentecostalism in the south as well as some Muslim leader discourses in the North, origi-
nally colonial religions re-interpreted in new contexts (Pearce, 2012). Such homophobia 
was expressed in the Same-Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act (2014) which contained 
measures outlawing LGBTI organising. This was accompanied by homophobic protests 
and violent public attacks, challenged by relatively few Nigerian LGBTI activists, 
including The Initiative for Equal Rights (TIERS) NGO (PEN Nigeria and PEN America 
the Leitner Centre, 2015).

Senegal is a democracy led by President Sall, whose Alliance for the Republic Party 
dominates, articulating moralistic national discourse in relation to influential Muslim 
brotherhoods – contrasting with youth cultures expressing Afropolitanism and hybridity 
(M’Baye, 2019). Historically, Senegal has been relatively hospitable to migration and 
tourism. Awondo, Geschiere and Reid have argued, ‘before 2008 this country was known 
as one of the most tolerant countries for homosexuality in Africa’ but that public contro-
versies in 2008 and 2009 ‘sparked a sudden spread of homophobia’ (Awondo et al., 2012: 
155–156). Specific Muslim religious leaders took prominence, for example, creating ‘The 
Islamic Front for the Defence of Ethical Values’ and calling for the death penalty, with ‘a 
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broad impact on public opinion’, while public authorities tried to ease tension illustrating 
differences within Muslim populations (Awondo et al., 2012, 156; Broqua, 2016; Coly, 
2019). Corpses were exhumed of goor-jiggen (Awondo et al., 2012, 156). Coly character-
ises these processes as ‘the invention of the homosexual’ in Senegal’s public discourses 
(Coly, 2019; Lamarange et al, 2009). LGBTI civil society activity seems rare.

Meanwhile, Zambia is a multi-party democracy led by President Lungu from 2015. 
Analysis of Afrobarometer’s Round 6 data by Dulani et al. (2016) showed dislike of immi-
grants in Zambia as the second highest (36%) among 33 countries, compared to 30% to 
10% in our other cases (with Senegal 10%) (p. 9). Homophobia also seems strong. Human 
Rights Watch (2016) research reported emergent anti-homosexuality from government 
since 1998 and especially in 2013 an ‘anti-gay moral panic’ beginning from local media 
reports of same-sex marriages. Police arrests involved forced anal examinations. Van 
Klinken (2017) finds government opposing decriminalisation from 2011, emphasising how 
the ‘Christian nation’ in the constitution and rising Pentecostalism shaped changes.

Finally, Mozambique is a democracy ruled by the same party FRELIMO since inde-
pendence, with socialist internationalist ideology that is a counterweight to religious 
influences – differentiating the country from the other cases imbued with moral con-
servatism (Gomes da Costa Santos and Waites, 2021; Tabengwa and Waites, 2020). 
Previous research highlighted a relatively tolerant social and political atmosphere lessen-
ing gender and sexual inequalities. Arnfred (2014), after qualitative fieldwork, suggested 
women having considerable power in matters of sexuality and relationships. Aboim 
(2009) explored changing masculinities in Maputo, noting 2003 family law reforms and 
men’s loss of earning power. A comparative analysis of Mozambique and Kenya empha-
sised different effects of colonial histories (Gomes da Costa Santos and Waites, 2019); in 
Portuguese colonialism, education occurred via the Catholic church addressing a small 
proportion of the population and focused towards civilisation through work, contrasting 
with emphasis on education among British missionaries, with less effective interpella-
tion of Christian teaching making Mozambique less receptive to recent Pentecostalism. 
Decriminalisation of same-sex sexual acts occurred in 2015, whereas the other countries 
criminalise sexual acts between males and between females to varying extents (ILGA 
World, 2020). We reflect on such contextual differences when interpreting data.

Analysis

We are first going to present data for Round 7, with disaggregated responses to our two 
questions split by country. We then collapse the answers into two categories, homopho-
bia (somewhat dislike and strongly dislike) and absence of homophobia (would not care, 
somewhat like, strongly like) or xenophobia (somewhat dislike and strongly dislike) and 
absence of xenophobia (would not care, somewhat like, strongly like), and calculate the 
different indicators outlined above.

Univariant analysis: homophobia in Round 7

The data show dramatic differences destroying any perceptions of a generalised homo-
phobic Africa (Table 3). While 93.6% express strong dislike of homosexuals in Senegal, 
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only 36.2% express this in Mozambique. Our comparison using quantitative data not 
previously analysed in academic publications brings out differences, which could only 
otherwise be inferred from previous literature on particular states. Nevertheless, it is 
striking that four cases – Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia – show high levels of 
strong dislike, 84% or above.

The lowest level of homophobia is clearly in Mozambique, where 47% report ‘dis-
like’ of ‘homosexuals’ as neighbours. Mozambique decriminalised same-sex sexual acts 
without controversy in 2015 and is the only case where there is not such criminalisation. 
By contrast, Kenya shows the second lowest level of dislike, 91.1%, far higher than 
Mozambique. We thus argue that the comparative analysis of levels of homophobia 
between Mozambique and other states corresponds to other current research, highlight-
ing decriminalisation of same-sex sexual acts in several former Portuguese colonies 
including Angola (Gomes da Costa Santos and Waites, 2021).

Kenya’s high level of homophobia is just below the other cases: Nigeria (91.4%), 
Zambia (95.4%) and Senegal (95.3%). In Nigeria, the high level of dislike corre-
sponds to existing literature. In 2015, TIERS commissioned opinion research show-
ing 87% of people were unwilling to accept a homosexual family member (NOI 
Polls, 2015). Meanwhile, Senegal and Zambia are approximately equal in having the 
highest levels of homophobia, again consistent with existing qualitative studies. 
However, if we disaggregate dislikes, Senegal has the highest level of ‘strong dis-
like’: 93%.

In light of the role of certain Muslim religious leaders in Senegal, Awondo et al. 
(2012) warn against interpreting negative attitudes to homosexuals as a consequence of 
politician-led ‘state homophobia’, as in Uganda:

. . . for Senegal there is also good reason to reject an unnuanced idea of ‘state homophobia’ and 
to warn against a tendency to exaggerate the role of the politico-administrative elite [. . . ] in a 
country in which religious-political leaders have succeeded in mobilizing considerable ‘cultural 
anger’ against people suspected of homosexual acts, the government has attempted to play the 
role of negotiator, arbitrating between the demands of a rising tide of religious orthodoxy and 
the responsibility to protect a minority. . . (Awondo et al., 2012, 157)

Table 3. Homophobia in Round 7 (2019).

Q87C: For each of the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like having 
people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care: Homosexuals

Response category Kenya Mozambique Nigeria Senegal Zambia

Strongly dislike 84.8 36.2 85.1 93.6 90.8
Somewhat dislike 6.3 10.8 6.3 1.7 4.6
Would not care 6.2 31.6 5.1 3.3 2.1
Somewhat like 1.2 9.5 1.8 0.3 1.3
Strongly like 1.5 11.9 1.8 1.1 1.3
Total 100 100 100 100 100

Source of all the following tables: Authors’ elaboration by data from Afrobarometer (2020) and SPSS.
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Here, we note that Senegal’s ‘law of parity’ in 2012 made it an African leader for 
representation of women in the national assembly (M’Baye, 2019), suggesting that poli-
ticians are not practising uniform sexism. Interestingly, Gning (2013) has interpreted the 
rapid rise of homophobia from 2008 as a ‘panic’ in the context of the global economic 
crisis, though like Thoreson (2014) while introducing a political economy dimension, we 
interpret this as only one factor contributing to febrile discourses, alongside interna-
tional, national and local dynamics.

Overall, the data on homophobia are showing us patterns of attitudes to be expected 
based on existing, mainly qualitative, state literatures. We next turn to xenophobia.

Univariant analysis: xenophobia in Round 7

Considering the same question, but this time for ‘Immigrants/Foreign workers’, the 
results are quite different (Table 4): first, immigrants and/or foreign workers are much 
more welcome as neighbours than homosexuals.

It is noticeable that Senegal has the lowest level of xenophobia, with only 6% express-
ing strong dislike. This is not surprising given that Senegal on the coast of west Africa 
has a long history of international social relations including trade and a substantial tourist 
industry. By contrast, Zambia has the highest level of dislike of foreigners – constituting 
an exception in Africa (Dulani et al., 2016). This might relate to it being a land-locked 
country but clearly reflects that peaceful Zambia has incoming migration from adjacent 
Congo which has seen poverty and violence (Flahoux and Schoumaker, 2016). Zambia 
experienced an unprecedented outbreak of xenophobic violence in 2016, triggered by 
‘alleged ritual killings’ (Akinola, 2018, p. 31) but founded on ‘economic misfortune that 
led to locals attacking those that they regarded as competitors for economic resources’ 
(Akinola, 2018, p. 26).

Differences over time and between countries

As commented above, we merged the categories ‘strongly dislike’ and ‘somewhat dis-
like’ into one category coded 1 and collapsed other categories into one category coded 0 
(Table 5).

Table 4. Xenophobia in Round 7 (2019).

Q87D: For each of the following types of people, please tell me whether you would like having 
people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care: Immigrants/Foreign Workers

Category of response Kenya Mozambique Nigeria Senegal Zambia

1. Strongly dislike 11.6 10.8 8.8 6.8 20.2
2. Somewhat dislike 9.9 8.8 6.1 3.4 10.5
3. Would not care 28,0 36.1  25 46.3 24.4
4. Somewhat like 23.6 17.7 29.3 12.8 19.9
5. Strongly like 26.9 26.6 30.9 30.7 24.9
Total 100 100 100 100 100
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Considering now the changes over time, taking into account Round 6 (2014–1015), 
homophobia seems to be growing over time, except in Senegal where no statistically 
significant differences are observed. This might be attributed to several factors suggested 
in literatures: effects of the economic crisis from 2008 in promoting antipathy to those 
perceived as economically privileged (Thoreson, 2014); influence of specific religious 
forms including varieties of Christianity and Islam (Awondo et al., 2012); or growth of 
political homophobia (Bosia, 2013). These influences vary in effects on xenophobia, 
with economic effects more likely to influence feelings towards foreign workers; the 
interplay of specific factors in states is of interest.

Also, differences between countries can be observed in both rounds. The case of 
Mozambique calls attention, as in both rounds the country with less homophobia – as 
both colonial and postcolonial influences will help to explain. Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal 
and Zambia instead oscillate between 84% and 96% of homophobia.

Moving on to xenophobia (Table 6), we observe important variation over time in 
Mozambique, Nigeria and Zambia, where xenophobia is reducing; in Kenya and Senegal, 
no important change is observed.

To now explore how homophobia and xenophobia articulate in the countries, it is 
helpful to utilise the table of double entrance proposed in Table 1, operationalised in 
Table 7.

In 2016, we find that the majority of the respondents in Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal and 
Zambia can be located in the cell of homophobic internationalism. Only in Mozambique 

Table 5. Comparison of homophobia over time and space.

Country Round 6 Round 7 t

Kenya 0.8571 0.9107 −5.210**
Mozambique 0.3926 0.4699 −5.195**
Nigeria 0.8422 0.9139 −6.978**
Senegal 0.9683 0.9534 1.871***
Zambia 0.9334 0.9539 −1.198*
F (Brown−Forsythe) 938.550** 877.454**  

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p > 0.05.

Table 6. Comparison of xenophobia over time and space.

Country Round 6 Round 7 t

Kenya 0.1936 0.2155 −1.661***
Mozambique 0.2896 0.1962 7.394**
Nigeria 0.2241 0.1487 6.077**
Senegal 0.0878 0.1022 −1.198***
Zambia 0.3540 0.3072 2.420*
F (Brown−Forsythe) 79.659** 48.146**  

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p > 0.05.
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did half of the interviewed give inclusive responses considering both homosexual and 
foreign people.

Moving on, we apply a chi-square test to 2016 data (Table 8). According to the chi-
square, homophobia and xenophobia are related in Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria and 
Zambia, whereas no relation is observed in Senegal. Considering the direction and 
strength of the relation, we see the relation is positive (the more xenophobic, the more 
homophobic) and not very strong; only in Mozambique it reaches a medium level.

In the seventh round of 2019 (Table 9), the majority of the respondents in Kenya, 
Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia can be located in the cell of homophobic internationalism; 
in Mozambique, again almost exactly half of the interviewed give inclusive responses 
considering both homosexual and foreign people.

Table 7. Juxtaposition of homophobia and xenophobia in % (2016).

Country Inclusionary Homophobic 
internationalism

Homosexuality-
inclusive nationalists

Exclusionary

Kenya 12.80 67.90 1.50 17.80
Mozambique 50.30 20.90 10.80 18.00
Nigeria 14.40 63.20 1.50 20.90
Senegal 3.10 88.20 0.10 8.60
Zambia 5.30 59.30 1.50 34.00

Table 8. Relation between xenophobia and homophobia (2016).

Country Chi-square Phi

Kenya 20.646** 0.094**
Mozambique 207.498** 0.307**
Nigeria 42.956** 0.136**
Senegal 1.824*** 0.039**
Zambia 7.153* 0.078**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.001; ***p > 0.05.

Table 9. Percentage of the four types resulting from juxtaposition of xenophobia and 
homophobia (2019).

Inclusionary Homophobic 
internationalism

Homosexuality-
inclusive nationalists

Exclusionary

Kenya 8.30 69.90 0.60 21.20
Mozambique 49.90 30.10 3.10 16.80
Nigeria 7.40 77.70 1.10 13.80
Senegal 4.60 85.10 0.10 10.20
Zambia 4.30 65.00 0.30 30.40
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Considering the relation between the variables in Table 10, we can state that variables 
are related in all countries except Nigeria. The relation is positive (the more xenophobic, 
the more homophobic) and though still weak, stronger than in the sixth round.

Another way to relate homophobia and xenophobia is via the indicator of partial 
exclusion, measuring whether societies are similarly inclusive with homosexuals and 
immigrants or relate differently to these (Table 11). An indicator close to 1 implies that 
inclusion/exclusion is similar for both populations; close to 0 means the opposite. An 
indicator over 1 means there is more homophobia than xenophobia and an indicator 
under 1 means more xenophobia than homophobia.

The table on partial exclusion shows there is more homophobia than xenophobia in 
the countries. It also shows an important difference between the extension of homopho-
bia and the extension of xenophobia.

Discussion

Having examined the data, it becomes possible to reflect on relationships between homo-
phobia and xenophobia, in light of existing literature. Ideology is important to consider, 
in political discourse possibly articulating with social attitudes.

It seems that regarding individual countries, anywhere embracing sexual diversity 
(i.e. Mozambique) also embraces immigration; yet on the other hand, the affirmation 
does not work the other way around: strongly homophobic answers do not imply xeno-
phobic answers. Rather, homophobic cases may be very inclusive with immigrants and 
foreign workers, as in the cases of Senegal and Kenya. It is important to highlight, 
though, that all countries except Mozambique have very unequal distributions of 

Table 10. Relation between xenophobia and homophobia (2019).

Chi-square Phi

Kenya 19.834** 0.115**
Mozambique 304.203** 0.374**
Nigeria 0.619*** 0.020***
Senegal 4.510* 0.062*
Zambia 16.767** 0.119**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.001; ***p > 0.05.

Table 11. Partial exclusion: % xenophobia / % homophobia.

Round 6 Round 7

Kenya 0.22587796 0.23663116
Mozambique 0.73764646 0.41753565
Nigeria 0.26608882 0.16270927
Senegal 0.09067438 0.10719530
Zambia 0.37925862 0.32204634
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responses regarding homophobia, with over 90% disliking homosexuals. So, when we 
talk about the association between responses liking homosexuals and responses liking 
immigrants, we are talking about very few cases, and therefore the relations described 
are very weak. In short, the attitude of a state’s population to immigrants has no clear 
discernible correlation with whether it is homophobic. Yet this leaves the finding that 
positive attitudes towards homosexuality are aligned with positive attitudes towards for-
eigners in the Mozambique case, implying there might be some relationship. While 
inclusiveness towards immigrants is not a sufficient condition alone for inclusiveness 
towards homosexuals, it might be one condition for such and might be a complimentary 
factor with some beneficial causal effect on attitudes towards homosexuals.

We were interested to analyse different associations between homophobia and xeno-
phobia in Africa, with reference to the flexible concept of sexual nationalism. It seems 
useful to have developed a typology constituted by four types of relationship between 
homophobia and xenophobia (Tables 1 and 7). But the issue is how to interpret the cat-
egories in specific cases.

The starting point of our interest was negative correlations, whereby more homopho-
bia appeared to align with less xenophobia, also detected by Bangwayo-Skeete and 
Zikhali (2011). However, following analysis, this seems to be explained by the very 
frequented cells which we conceive as the inverse of homosexuality-inclusive national-
ism and label homophobic internationalism, that is, inclusion of immigration with exclu-
sion of homosexuals. The weak negative correlates are due the importance of homophobic 
internationalism.

Relating to the specific country contexts, we can see that low levels of tolerance for 
gays and lesbians do not necessarily correspond to low levels of activism: as seen in 
Kenya, where homophobia scores are high but LGTBI activism is of relative importance 
(Macharia, 2013; Thirikwa, 2018). On the other hand, neither can we claim that a high 
degree of homophobia boosts LGBTI mobilisation, since in Senegal mobilisation is low 
and homophobia scores very high. However, we noted that religion is an important issue: 
strength of specific Christian and Muslim constituencies (Van Klinken, 2017) seems to 
relate to elevated levels of homophobia. The contingency of homophobia is notable, 
especially looking at Senegal: the literature review combined with data analysis evi-
dences that lineally decreasing homophobia cannot be assumed.

We are particularly interested to interpret the distinctive Mozambique case, where 
state ideology seems a possible factor to explain different attitudes despite transnational 
influences like religion. Mozambique is strongly defined in the category of ‘Inclusiveness’, 
with almost exactly 50% (49.9%) of respondents there; it stands out dramatically from 
other countries in that respect (Table 9). Mozambique not only strongly challenges 
homogenising narratives of homophobic Africa, but also provides an example of a cor-
relation between inclusiveness to immigrants and inclusiveness to homosexuals (see 
Table 8, chi-square test). This seems evidence of an inclusive example of sexual nation-
alism in Africa, opening the possibility that positive attitudes towards foreigners and 
homosexuals may be reinforcing (perhaps mutually) in certain causal respects in such 
contexts, for future investigation.

However, despite the impressive inclusiveness figure, only 21.4% of Mozambicans 
stated a liking for homosexuals, and 31.6% would not care, whereas 47% express dislike 
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(Table 3). The majority of the inclusiveness category thus comprises neutral people who 
‘would not care’. This suggests caution about characterising this as ‘inclusiveness’.

Other current research elaborates the history of governing party FRELIMO’s 
socialist ideology in Mozambique, supporting equality within the terms of a unified 
project, thus tempering interpretations of Mozambique as inclusive (Gomes da Costa 
Santos and Waites, 2021). The decriminalisation of same-sex sexual acts in 2015 was 
low key, as part of parliamentary reform of the penal code, occurring without public 
debate. The main LGBT NGO LAMBDA continues to be denied state recognition 
and the government maintains silence on the topic of homosexuality, consistent with 
its historical discourse on masculinity – and paradoxical effects of Portuguese 
Catholic colonial teaching, ineffective in transmitting Christian sexual morality 
(Gomes da Costa Santos and Waites, 2019). Therefore, our data demonstrate an 
inclusive sexual nationalism in Mozambican popular attitudes, in the sense of neutral 
acceptance and toleration rather than positive affirmation. This seems to correspond 
with the prevailing national political discourse, which is characterised by a silent 
tolerance towards private same-sex/same-gender sexual acts and relationships with-
out affirming public LGBTI identities or comprehensive citizenship rights (Gomes 
da Costa Santos and Waites, 2021).

Conclusion

This article has made a number of contributions to sociological and wider social science 
analyses.

First, the article has presented for the first time in academic social science publica-
tions an analysis of important quantitative data on homophobia in Africa from 
Afrobarometer Round 7, with comparative analysis between states and some considera-
tion of change over time.

Second, the article has presented analysis of the relationship between homophobia 
and xenophobia in African states, using examples. It has been demonstrated that there is 
not evidence generally that attitudes towards immigrants always shape attitudes to homo-
sexuals, yet data analysis reveals that where positive attitudes to homosexuals exist (in 
Mozambique) they align with positive attitudes to immigrants. Positive attitudes to 
immigrants do not directly cause homosexual inclusion (c.f. Senegal), but could indi-
rectly be one contributing factor, and specifically positive attitudes to immigrants and 
homosexuals could be mutually reinforcing.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, the article has emphasised the need to concep-
tualise and research sexual nationalisms in Africa. This has been developed through 
analysis of quantitative data on attitudes, and in dialogue with existing research litera-
ture, with an emphasis on the need to conceptualise sexual nationalisms contextually. 
A key strength of this contribution for analysis of sexual nationalisms in sub-Saharan 
Africa is to introduce results from quantitative values studies into postcolonial sexual-
ity studies and advocate for methodological pluralism. At the same time, using second-
ary data represents the main challenge; developing quantitative data which gather 
situated values on sexual diversity with more complexity is desirable: for example, 
giving space for ‘goor-jiggen’ in Senegal alongside the modern and colonial category 
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homosexual or opening up conceptions of gender beyond the gender binary (Lugones, 
2008; Oyěwùmí, 1997).

We hope to have opened up new agendas for the analysis of quantitative data on 
homophobia in Africa, in relation to other social attitudes, and we hope this research 
may prompt further investigation in different regions on distinctive forms of sexual 
nationalisms.
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Notes

1. Afrobarometer, at: https://afrobarometer.org/ (accessed 10 April 2021).
2. We use different acronyms deliberately according to context, also sometimes including inter-

sex (I) or queer (Q).
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Résumé
Afin de problématiser les discours occidentaux concernant une Afrique homophobe, il 
est nécessaire d’analyser les preuves de l’homophobie et son interaction avec d’autres 
attitudes, de manière à étudier les différences contextuelles. Cet article propose donc 
une analyse sociologique originale de données quantitatives sur l’homophobie dans 
les États africains, en examinant comment l’homophobie interagit avec la xénophobie. 
Les données sur les attitudes sociales sont tirées d’une unique source, le projet de 
recherche de grande envergure Afrobaromètre, et sont comparées dans cinq pays 
différents: le Kenya, le Mozambique, le Nigéria, le Sénégal et la Zambie. L’étude porte 
sur les données des séries 6 (2014-15) et 7 (2016-18). Les résultats sont interprétés 
à la lumière d’études nationales spécifiques sur les relations entre sexualité, genre et 
nationalisme, ainsi que de perspectives critiques et postcoloniales plus générales – en 
particulier la conceptualisation des nationalismes sexuels, et les travaux récents sur 
l’homophobie politique. Alors que les analyses de l’homonationalisme dans les sociétés 
occidentales se sont intéressées à l’alignement de l’affirmation des droits LGBTI avec 
des attitudes anti-immigration, la présente étude explore ce type de relation entre 
attitudes homophobes et xénophobes au sein d’autres modèles dans des contextes 
africains spécifiques. L’analyse présentée non seulement remet en question les discours 
occidentaux concernant une homophobie africaine généralisée (à partir notamment 
du contre-exemple du Mozambique), mais permet également de mieux comprendre la 
complexité des relations entre les attitudes dans différents États postcoloniaux.

Mots-clés
Afrique, homophobie, Kenya, Mozambique, nationalisme, Nigéria, Sénégal, sexualité, 
xénophobie, Zambie

Resumen
Para problematizar los discursos occidentales sobre un África homófoba, es necesario 
analizar la evidencia de la homofobia y su interacción con otras actitudes, de forma que se 
tengan en cuenta las diferencias contextuales. Por tanto, este artículo ofrece un análisis 
sociológico original de datos cuantitativos sobre la homofobia en Estados africanos, 
examinando cómo esto se interrelaciona con la xenofobia. Los datos de actitudes 
sociales se extraen del proyecto de investigación Afrobarómetro (una fuente única y 
de gran importancia), y se comparan en cinco contextos diversos: Kenia, Mozambique, 
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Nigeria, Senegal y Zambia. Se examinan los datos de las ediciones 6 (2014-15) y 7 (2016-
18). Los hallazgos se interpretan a la luz de los estudios nacionales específicos sobre las 
relaciones entre sexualidad, género y nacionalismo, así como de perspectivas críticas 
y poscoloniales más amplias, especialmente la conceptualización de los nacionalismos 
sexuales y la literatura reciente sobre la homofobia política. Mientras que los análisis del 
homonacionalismo en las sociedades occidentales han explorado las alineaciones de la 
afirmación de los derechos LGBTI con las actitudes antiinmigrantes, el presente estudio 
explora estas relaciones entre las actitudes homofóbicas y xenófobas en otros modelos 
dentro de contextos africanos específicos. El análisis presentado no solo desafía los 
discursos occidentales de homofobia africana generalizada (especialmente discutiendo 
el contraejemplo de Mozambique), sino que también avanza en la comprensión de la 
complejidad de cómo las actitudes se interrelacionan en diferentes Estados poscoloniales.

Palabras clave
África, homofobia, Kenia, Mozambique, nacionalismo, Nigeria, Senegal, sexualidad, 
xenofobia, Zambia


