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ABSTRACT 

 

My dissertation “’If books fail, try beauty’: Gender, consumption, and higher 

education in Uganda,” explores students’ romantic entanglements at Uganda’s Makerere 

University (the “Harvard of Africa”) in order to illuminate emerging processes of value 

creation in the context of controversial market-based education reforms. Each chapter of 

my dissertation (in addition to the Introduction and Conclusion) speaks to an underlying 

question: Why do educated, financially stable young women engage in sexual transactions 

that incur significant biomedical and social risk? Ultimately, I demonstrate how these 

reforms - in opposition to their gender equality aims – compel novel sexual and 

consumption practices that undermine female students’ opportunities for success. 

 The aims of my dissertation are three-fold. First, I analyze the interlinked sexual 

and consumption practices of an emerging demographic group in a post-structural 

adjustment economy; namely, young, educated, unmarried women. Because they occupy 

this novel life stage, female students are structurally positioned to be a particularly 

revelatory group for examining the relationship between institutional restructuring and 

transforming gender, class, and generational norms in East Africa. Second, this project 

provides a crucial counterpoint to the bulk of Africanist literature that conflates “youth” 

with “young men.” In doing so, my analysis generates insight into how young women 

navigate the challenges and opportunities wrought by higher education reform. Third, by 

taking seriously the prevalence of HIV on African university campuses, this project 

produces useful knowledge about cross-generational sex and multiple concurrent 



iv 

partnerships –  practices that directly contribute to disproportionate rates of HIV among 

young African women (as opposed to men). 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

If women didn’t exist, all the money in the world would have no meaning. 
Aristotle Onassis  

 
‘If women didn’t exist, all the money in the world would have no meaning.’ 

 so guys… make dat dime meaningful 
Jennifer,1 Facebook status 2011 

 
 

 
Did you go to school for this? 

 “Martha is smart in her game. Sometimes I used to ask her ‘Did you go to 

school for this?’” Lillian laughs as she jokes about her friend Martha’s participation in 

Kampala’s sexual economy wherein female students exchange sexual favors for 

money, grades, and luxury commodities. Between 2010 and 2012, when I conducted 

ethnographic fieldwork at Makerere University, Martha parlayed multiple “boyfriend” 

relationships into thousands of dollars worth of clothes, shoes, electronics, food and 

drinks, academic marks, a house, and ultimately, a white-collar job in her chosen 

field. She also experienced domestic violence, engaged in unprotected sex with 

partners of unknown HIV status, and earned a reputation as a “crazy bitch.” Like 

many other university women engaged in transactional sex, Martha is a member of 

Uganda’s nascent urban middle class and a student at East Africa’s premier institution 

of higher learning, Makerere University. Her sexual activities point to a central 

paradox in the lives of many young, educated East African women: they are 

financially stable and eminently knowledgeable, yet engage in sexual transactions that 

put them at risk of unwanted pregnancy, public admonishment and dangerous 

sexually transmitted diseases. While Martha did not “go to school” to learn the craft 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 All names are pseudonyms, except for my own. 
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of “playing” men, I will demonstrate how the process of higher education in urban 

Uganda fosters the sexual economy that Martha and Lillian so excel at. In doing so, 

this dissertation reveals how Martha, Lillian, and their friends reshape what it means 

to be an educated woman in contemporary Uganda. 

… 
 
   This is a dissertation about female university students at Makerere University 

(MAK) in Kampala, Uganda, in the context of dramatic and contested gender-based 

education reform. In particular, this is an ethnography of a group of friends who 

traveled from across East Africa (Tanzania, Rwanda, Kenya, South Sudan, and 

Uganda) in pursuit of higher education and, as I will demonstrate, class advancement. 

I explore the aspirations, dilemmas, and everyday lives of female students who 

participate in what public health professionals refer to as “the sexual network,” and 

what my informants refer to as “the game.” In particular, I seek to uncover the stakes 

of participation in Makerere’s sexual economy. How does transactional sex articulate 

with students’ other strategies for acquiring financial capital and luxury commodities? 

By what logics do they reckon risk and value within sexual relationships, and what 

connections do they draw between university life and their imagined futures? 

   The rise of transactional sex at Makerere, and the development of a 

“commodities race” among students is linked to President Museveni’s early 1990s 

institution of World-Bank dictated political and economic decentralization (Sadgrove 

2007). This massive restructuring produced an influx of international media and 

commodities while simultaneously deepening social and economic inequalities 

(Tukahebwa 1998). Because women have historically been the primary targets of 

commodity marketing in Africa (Burke 1996), female youth experience an especially 

acute manifestation of Africa’s paradoxically simultaneous inclusion in, and 
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exclusion from, global markets (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999; Ferguson 2006). The 

gap between young African women’s aspirations and the material and structural 

limitations that shape their everyday lives produce a sense among my informants that 

the financial and cultural capital they command by virtue of their family backgrounds, 

as well as the rewards they reap from their various suitors, are, as one student 

vehemently declared, “never enough.”  

 This is also the story of an institution – Makerere University – albeit from a 

very particular vantage point. Once hailed as the “Harvard of Africa,” Makerere now 

stands as a testament to Museveni’s short-sighted neoliberal reform (Mamdani 2007), 

with particularly acute ramifications for female students. The early 1990s 

privatization of Uganda’s tertiary education sector drastically increased both the size 

and heterogeneity of Makerere’s student body. From 1990 to 2004, the overall student 

population increased from about 10,000 to 40,000 students.2 Formerly a public 

university in which all students received government scholarships, Makerere’ student 

body now comprises 80% private, fees-paying students. The World Bank hailed this 

“democratization” of higher education as a model for tertiary education reform in sub-

Saharan Africa. In line with the UN’s Millennium Development Goals, Museveni 

concurrently instituted an affirmative action policy that doubled the percentage of 

female students from approximately 25 to 50% of the total student body. University 

infrastructure has not kept pace with these changes. Makerere currently suffers from 

grossly inadequate facilities, overworked and underpaid faculty, and a disorganized 

administration. A 2005 Washington Post headline captures Makerere’s decline: 

“Underfunded and overrun, ‘Harvard of Africa’ struggles to teach” (Wax 2005).  

Given these trends, how do students cope with attendance at a university that is still 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 See Kwesiga and Ahikire (2006) for all statistics relating to Makerere University.  
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seen as the pinnacle of academic achievement in East Africa, but that fails to deliver 

basic student services? How do students construe the value of higher education, in 

general, and a Makerere education, in particular? What do changes at Makerere mean 

for higher education throughout East Africa? After all, as Ugandans are fond of 

saying, “When Makerere coughs, all the varsities3 catch cold.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 1. Makerere's original building. 

 Makerere University exemplifies the contradictions that define Uganda’s 

economic rise over the past two decades. The university sits amongst slum 

neighborhoods where student hostels are the most modern structures to be found. The 

student population is largely drawn from Uganda’s two most prosperous regions 

(Central and Western), and many students, including international students, attend 

elite secondary boarding schools in Kampala. Students are frequent targets of 

robberies and assaults when walking to and from campus, and are also the victims of 

witchcraft intended to relieve them of their money and consumer electronics. The 

outbreak of witchcraft was so dire during my time at Makerere that the administration 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 “Varsity” is another term for “university” in Uganda.  
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posted fliers around campus warning students of the witches in their midst. To 

residents of Kampala’s sprawling urban slums, university students are among the 

most proximate representations of the nouveau, and potentially undeserving, elite.  

 Finally, this is, in some ways, the story of a generation. The lives of the young 

women in these pages differ dramatically from those of their mothers, in terms of 

their access to education and formal employment, their urban sensibilities and 

transnational aspirations, and their freedom to engage in romantic and sexual liaisons 

outside the strictures and supervision of rural kin. By delaying marriage and 

motherhood until after graduation, female university students chart a life course that is 

very different from that of their mothers’ generation. Because of this rupture, and 

because most students’ parents – especially mothers – did not attend university, 

parents are unfamiliar with campus life. This knowledge gap provides ample space for 

students to fabricate – to an often extraordinary degree -  information about their 

living situations, coursework, relationships, and recreational activities. Makerere 

students therefore find themselves at the forefront of a reformulated pan-East-African 

educated class, bolstered by their parents’ resources but unburdened by family 

supervision. 

 
Theoretical orientations 
 
Value 
 I combine anthropological literature on value with Africanist scholarship on the 

materiality of social relations, orienting my research with theoretical questions 

surrounding value and exchange. Since the work of Marx (1976[1867]) and Mauss 

(1990[1950]), anthropologists have sought to understand the dialectical relationship 

between persons and objects. Not only are objects used to signify identity, belief, and 

group membership (Douglas and Isherwood 1979; McCracken 1988), they are 
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themselves implicated in the constitution of persons, actions, and social relations 

(Appadurai 1986; Graeber 2001; Miller 1987, 2005; Munn 1986; Myers 2001; Weiner 

1992). Peoples’ relationships with material goods hold particular importance in times 

of economic transition because they are key to working out notions of social 

reproduction (Burke 1996; Comaroff and Comaroff 1990; Liechty 2003; Marx 

1976[1867]; Patico 2008). I employ Patico’s “logics of value” framework to 

emphasize the relationship between material wealth and other considerations of value, 

such as respectability and moral uprightness (Patico 2008:7). In particular, I follow 

Patico’s analytic emphasis on the correspondence between different forms of value to 

untangle my informants’ negotiations of competing moral, financial, and health 

imperatives. This framework allows me to integrate insights from the anthropology of 

“value” with Africanist scholarship regarding the prominence of material objects in 

the establishment of kinship relations (Evans-Pritchard 1951; Gluckman 1965; 

Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950).  

 Because students’ exchange practices are implicated in the creation and 

reproduction of social categories such as “educated,” and “middle class,” it is crucial 

to understand how objects function within a larger symbolic matrix of goods, images, 

and practices. Bourdieu’s work (1972; 1979) is especially helpful for thinking about 

students’ cultivation of “taste” as they strategically manipulate consumer goods in 

their creation of and participation in particular “lifestyles.” Further, students explicitly 

engage in popular discourses about modernity, in part through their consumption 

practices. Uganda can be seen as a “receiver” country for goods and media from the 

U.S., China, and Europe. However, Ugandan students not only appropriate foreign 

commodities into their daily practices, but also use these goods to create new forms of 

sociality. I follow Weiss (2005) in understanding consumption as a productive field 
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for multiple forms of value. In particular, I trace how students’ contend with the 

“gap” between their commodity desire and available resources. By examining how 

students negotiate this gap, this dissertation reveals key dynamics of social change in 

Uganda. 

 
African sexualities 
 This dissertation provides a significant intervention into studies of sexuality in 

Africa – and produces fresh insights into HIV transmission patterns - by combining 

political economic analysis with a phenomenological focus on emotion. Scholars 

suggest that contemporary social science writing echoes colonial-era scholarship in its 

preoccupation with the “uncontained physicality” of African youth (Comaroff and 

Comaroff 2005; Diouf 2003); this concern is magnified in studies of AIDS and 

sexuality. Public health practitioners describe patterns of hyper-sexuality, 

promiscuity, and irrationality to explain the high rates of HIV in Africa (e.g. Caldwell 

et al 1989; cf. Ahlberg 1994). Uganda in particular has served as an important site for 

research on AIDS and sexuality; however, the majority of this literature frames 

sexuality as a set of discrete behaviors with little connection to social context (Obbo 

1995; Stewart 2000). Several social science studies have begun to address these 

lacunae (Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005; Parikh 2007; Wyrod 2008), but little 

attention is paid to emotional intimacy or affect (cf. Parikh 2005). This lack is 

pronounced in studies of transactional sex. While there is a significant body of public 

health literature on transactional sex in Africa, the majority of this literature is 

concerned with “survival sex,” or, sexual transactions driven by women’s poverty and 

desperation (Luke 2005; Nyanzi et al. 2001). A less common thread within the 

literature addresses luxury-driven transactional sex, but these studies tend to paint 

women as mercenary and materialistic (Hunter 2002). In this dissertation, I 
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complicate both of these models by (1) taking as its subject women who are not 

impoverished, and; (2) carefully considering young women’s multiple, and at times 

conflicting, motivations for engagement in transactional sex. In doing so, I draw from 

recent scholarship on emotion that emphasizes the relationship between global 

economic transformations and emerging ideologies and practices of romantic love 

(Hirsch and Wardlow 2006; Padilla et al. 2007; Thomas and Cole 2009). Following 

these insights, I seek to understand transactional sex as a phenomenon that combines 

political economic, embodied, affective, and aspirational practices.  

 
Youth and capitalism 
 By foregrounding young African women’s consumption practices, this 

dissertation addresses an important gap in literature on African youth and 

contemporary capitalism. In doing so, this research contributes to the abiding 

anthropological and Africanist tradition of scholarship on youth and the life course 

(e.g. Baxtor and Almagor eds. 1978; Evans-Pritchard 1940; Wilson 1951). Scholars 

suggest that the category of “youth” (as an intermediary stage between childhood and 

adult) only recently emerged in Africa, due in part to the expansion of secondary and 

tertiary education (De Boeck and Honwana 2005; see also Hollos and Leis 1989). 

This development is intricately tied to shifting patterns of capital accumulation that 

radically alter young Africans’ life course trajectories (Burgess 2002; Cole 2005; 

Hansen 2005; Masquelier 2005). For example, many contemporary African men 

greatly extend their time as “youth” because they cannot acquire enough capital to 

marry (Hansen 2005; Masquelier 2005). The recent increase in scholarly attention to 

African youth reflects a burgeoning social scientific interest in youth and capitalism 

in the global south (Amit-Talai and Wulff 1995; Hansen 2008; Maira and Soep 2004; 

Nyak 2003). While much of this wider literature considers young people’s 
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consumption behavior as an “index” of globalization, I follow scholarship that 

investigates how the analytic categories “youth” and “consumption” co-constitute 

each other (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001; Lukose 2005a, 2008). My research extends 

this analysis in the African context by considering how gender is similarly implicated 

in emerging regimes of consumption (for earlier Africanist work see Ferguson 1999; 

Glazer 1978; for analysis of modernity and women’s commodity consumption 

elsewhere, see Mills 1997; Rofel 1999). This project’s focus on young women is 

particularly crucial because the majority of recent Africanist literature conflates 

“youth” with “young men” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005; Hansen 2008). What is 

more, the predicament of young, educated women highlights larger tensions regarding 

social reproduction and the transformation of young Africans’ life courses.  

 

From “town women” to “campus girls” 

 Within Uganda, contemporary understandings of educated womanhood 

developed in tandem with the evolution of Kampala as an urban center. In order to 

explore the intersections between gendered higher education reform, commodity 

consumption, modes of selfhood, and sexual and relationship practices in urban 

Uganda, it is necessary to first trace historical lineages of the figure of the “campus 

girl” from precolonial times through the present.  

 Baganda4 kinship organization is patriarchal, patrilineal, polgynous, and follows 

patriclan organization (Roscoe 1911). In precolonial Buganda, marriage – formalized 

through bridewealth exchange - transferred rights over a woman’s fertility from her 

father’s lineage to that of her husband. “Proper womanhood” (Luganda: omukyala 

omutufu) was predicated on reproduction within wedlock and subservience to men 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Because this study takes place in Buganda, I foreground Baganda cultural norms.  
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and elders (Musisi 1992). At the same time, Buganda marriage practice was 

processual, flexible, and impermanent, and the prevalence of polygamy – both formal 

and informal – generated multiple permutations of the role of  “wife” (Mair 1934; 

Obbo 1980). Scholars record institutionalized roles for single women classified 

according to the nature and degree of their economic dependence on, and sexual 

involvement with, men (Davis 2000; Obbo 1980). For example, the female version of 

the bakirerese, or “free person,” engaged in temporary relationships with men 

characterized by the exchange of sexual and domestic labor for financial support 

(Davis 2000; Obbo 1980). While bakirerese - and other women who transgressed 

sexual norms - faced social sanctions, the dynamism of precolonial romantic 

relationships fostered tolerance towards what is now considered “pre-marital” sex 

(Sacks 1979). 

 While the precolonial terrain of Buganda social relations was anchored in rural 

lifeways, the colonial era wrought profound, urban-based transformations in social 

organization (Parkin 1966; Southall and Gutkind 1957). Kampala’s industrial 

development spurred male labor migration and created a need for unattached women 

to provide domestic services.5 These dynamics produced novel constellations of 

romantic and economic exchange that evolved in concert with a new moral discourse 

eliding “town women” with prostitutes (Davis 2000; Musisi 2001). This discourse 

was shaped by the institutional interests of the Buganda kingdom, British colonial 

government, and Anglican Church, all of whom profited from the restriction of urban 

women’s freedoms (Musisi 2001). The stigmatization of urban women reinforced 

their economic marginalization; in response, many women supported themselves by 

cultivating networks of romantic partners (Ogden 1996). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 See White (1990) for discussion of similar colonial-era dynamics in Nairobi. 
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 Contemporary young urban women’s romantic practices can, in some respects, 

be read as transformations of older cultural patterns (Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005). 

Yet scholars highlight the profound effects of education reform, market and media 

liberalization, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and evangelical Christian movements on the 

structure and nature of contemporary sexual relationships (Ahikire 2003; Sadgrove 

2007). This confluence of factors distinguishes young women’s current practices in 

several ways: first, the age differential between male and female partners has 

increased, resulting in the growing phenomena of cross-generational sex (Stewart 

2000); second, the nature of exchange goods has shifted from items geared towards 

household production (such as livestock) to consumer goods (Parikh 2004); third, in 

contrast to formal polygamy, married men’s girlfriends are characterized as 

“mistresses” rather than “wives” (Parikh 2007), and; fourth, young people conduct 

much of their social lives in urban centers removed from the supervision of rural kin 

(Parikh 2005). Underlying these developments is the tenuous, evolving phenomenon 

of romantic courtship (Ibid.).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 2. The sign for Makerere's first female dorm, Mary Stuart Hall. 
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Within Uganda, schooling has always been tied to class differentiation and the 

cultivation of cosmopolitan subjectivities (Cheney 2007; Mamdani 2010). Women 

were first accepted into institutions of formal education during the colonial era, with 

the inception of missionary schools for girls, dedicated to training pupils in the 

domestic arts, and eventually to prepare women for service professions such as 

nursing and teaching. The primary goal of such schooling was to produce women who 

would be suitable marriage partners for a newly established cohort of formally 

educated elite men (cite). Upon Uganda’s independence from Britain in 1962, 

government media promoted women’s education as part of a general nation-building 

strategy (cite).  

However, in the decades immediately following independence, the regimes of 

Presidents Milton Obote and Idi Amin decimated Uganda’s education sector in the 

context of violent civil conflict. When the National Resistance Movement gained 

power in 1986, President Museveni instituted a number of policies meant to increase 

women’s participation in the public sphere, including parliamentary quotas and the 

incremental instantiation of national public education  that mandated the enrollment 

of girls as well as boys.  

 Museveni’s promotion of gender equity has met with mixed reviews: on the one 

hand, these reforms are lauded for increasing opportunities for women, while on the 

other they are decried as attacks on traditional male authority. Globally, Uganda has 

been lauded as a leader in gender equality due to Museveni’s reforms and the robust 

presence of women’s rights NGOs, but internally, a backlash is thriving (Mills and 

Ssewakiryanga 2002). Much of this backlash focuses on university-educated women, 

and especially, Makerere students, where admission “remains a national and very 

political issue” (Kwesiga and Ahikire 2006:6). Because only 1% of Ugandans attend 
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university, and only the most elite of that 1% attend Makerere, the general public 

holds strong opinions about who is and is not deserving of a Makerere education. 

Debates about female Makerere students have played out in the press over the past 

two decades. It is worth quoting in full an excerpt from a 1995 feature in the Monitor, 

in which the author responds to a previously-published letter to the editor, titled “The 

Curse of Lazy Makerere Girls.” 

 There is a peculiar emergence of a discourse on the female students as sex objects less 
interested in academics and not be taken seriously. Ridicule of female students depicting them 
as inferior and incapable has been rife and is on the increase. The ‘1.5 girls,’ as they are 
popularly called, are supposed to be the underdogs of the academy…There are claims that the 
1.5 scheme has made girls lose confidence and motivation, that it has lowered standards, that 
it is unfair to boys, that it confirms the academic inferiority of girls. In 1995 it was reported 
that failures at Makerere had shot up to 900, and one opinion had it that this was a ‘Curse of 
Lazy Makerere Girls’: ‘It is not difficult to see the source of the problem. When the NRM 
introduced the 1.5 bonus points for females only, girls who were not academically fit for the 
hill end up on campus. They then turn the campus into a beauty salon with their sugar daddies 
picking them in  limousines... The Hill of Intellectuals is going to the dogs.’ [Monitor, 
August 14, 1995]. 

 
More recent press coverage echoes the debates of the mid-1990s. A 2011 Monitor 

opinion piece titled, “Emancipation should be aimed at men,” takes aim at educated 

women in the context of (and using the language of) the global women’s movement: 

Have you noted the celebratory arrogant contented attitude most educated women posses… 
What’s the point here? Women do not need to validate their existence by working or getting 
degrees and other qualifications. Bearing and raising children, and looking after the home is 
good enough.” [Monitor, May 6, 2011] 

 
The above quotes indicate that the tensions that first accompanied female migration to 

urban areas have not subsided, but have rather refocused in relation to the forces that 

drive contemporary rural-urban migration, such as the pursuit of higher education. 

Because female students are the most visible manifestation of Museveni’s education 

reforms, they have become a lightening rod for popular anxieties regarding wealth, 

morality, and modernity. These debates point to larger tensions regarding evolving 

ideas about ethical personhood in Uganda, relating to long-standing notions of 

ekitiibwa (respect/honor) and new, rights-based discourses that emphasize personal 

autonomy and individual freedom (see Boyd 2013).  
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Research methods 

 At the beginning of my research program, I did not set out to examine 

transactional sex among university students. My initial research questions were 

inspired by a broader set of concerns regarding gender and formal education. During 

the 1990s, the World Bank promoted education sector restructuring in developing 

countries. The ideology behind the restructuring was that primary and secondary 

education is a public good, while higher education should be privatized. Thus, 

throughout the 1990s and 2000s, Uganda established Universal Primary Education 

(UPE) and Universal Secondary Education (USE); President Museveni then converted 

Uganda’s formerly-public university sector (comprised solely of Makerere 

University) into a private enterprise, and dozens of other private universities arose. 

Each level of education was accompanied by affirmative action policies that 

established quotas for under-represented groups, most notably women. In terms of 

absolute numbers, these reforms were successful. Enrollment at all levels of education 

soared, and girls began to attend school at the same rate as boys, profoundly altering 

Uganda’s gender landscape. In my initial research, I wanted to understand the 

experiences of female students at the vanguard of these reforms.  

 In 2004, I conducted Masters-level research in an eastern Ugandan village, 

where I examined the experiences of the first cohort of local girls to attend secondary 

school. These students were the first in their village to have benefited from Universal 

Primary Education, and I was interested in the relationship between gender-based 

affirmative action at the primary school level, and village social relations more 

broadly. Universal Secondary Education had yet to be implemented and secondary 

school students still had to pay their own fees. This research, which I recount in 

Chapter I, revealed that secondary school girls became significantly beholden to the 



! 15!

elite male village leadership that provides their school fees. These findings hint at the 

complex structures of investment and debt that govern students experiences’ from 

primary through tertiary education, and that are particularly intense for female 

students. I explore manifestations of these dynamics throughout this dissertation.   

 The relationships I forged with my key secondary school informants – Rachel 

and Esther – continued to grow and strengthen over time via phone and email 

conversations. As the girls began to think about, and eventually to apply to, 

university, our conversations increasingly revolved around their concerns regarding 

school fees and the possibility of acquiring sugar daddies to offset those fees. In a 

telling incident, when Esther and her mother were printing Esther’s application 

materials for Makerere University at an internet café in the town nearest their village, 

a man advised Esther’s mother not to let her attend Makerere, because she would 

become “spoiled.” In Ugandan English, the term “spoiled” means morally corrupted, 

and is often levied upon women who behave in a manner that subverts ekitibwa. This 

was a striking moment: admission to Makerere University remains the pinnacle of 

academic achievement across Uganda and much of East Africa. No male student 

would be discouraged from attending Makerere on moral grounds. 

 Following Esther’s encounter in the cyber café, I began to attend to 

representations of Makerere students in Uganda’s most popular English newspapers – 

the government-owned New Vision and the independently-run Monitor. In 2008, a 

debate raged across multiple issues of The Monitor, under the heading “Are MAK 

Students Prostitutes?” Editorials and letters to the editor argued both sides of the 

issue. Female MAK students wrote in to challenge this stereotype. This debate 

indicates the durability of colonial-era discourses about educated, urban women. 

However, it also points to female students’ efforts to destabilize this image.  
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 Inspired by the above debate, I conducted preliminary research at Makerere 

University in 2009. I wanted to understand why and how the prostitution accusations 

gained such traction, and how university students responded to such characterizations. 

I further wanted to understand why Makerere students, in particular, are singled out 

for their supposed immorality. My assumption was that allegations of prostitution 

were specious relics of earlier discourses, and that contemporary female students were 

being scapegoated in a moral panic. This was and was not accurate. Starting with 

contacts from my Masters research, I conducted participant observation and in-depth 

interviews with a core group of Makerere students to inductively ascertain university 

students’ concerns. This group included Grace, who struck me with her candidness, 

forthrightness, and self-appointed role as a sex and relationship advisor to her peers. 

Grace’s evaluation of media representations of herself and her peers informs my 

arguments in Chapter IV. Additionally, I conducted informational interviews with 

Gender Mainstreaming Division (now Directorate) staff and other informants with 

unique insight into MAK’s gender dynamics. Observations and analysis from this 

phase of my research revealed that transactional sex is an integral part of university 

life and has significant impact on students’ health, relationships, and academic 

performance; it also revealed that, while students frequently engage in sexual 

exchange, they by no means consider themselves to be “prostitutes.” Two key 

paradoxes emerged from my preliminary research that guided my dissertation 

research: First, financially secure women, such as Grace,  seek out sugar daddies for 

luxury goods, rather than tuition and necessities, and; second, Makerere University 

students have at their disposal copious information and resources regarding HIV 
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transmission and prevention, but a significant number of them choose to engage in 

unprotected sex.6  

 Several other themes emerged during this phase of research that indicated the 

centrality of Makerere to questions of social reproduction and the changing nature of 

educated womanhood. First, because Uganda is a key site for international HIV/AIDS 

interventions, Kampala – and Makerere campus - is saturated with NGOs seeking to 

influence young people’s sexual behavior. Second, Makerere is a regional leader in 

gender mainstreaming (Kwesiga and Ssendiwala 2006) with a Gender Mainstreaming 

Directorate that specifically addresses the “problem” of transactional sex. Third, as 

one of the oldest and most prestigious schools in the East African Community (EAC), 

Makerere notoriously attracts and produces members of the regional elite (Mills 

2006). Fourth, MAK’s location in Kampala’s commercial and entertainment district 

(one of the largest and most cosmopolitan in East Africa) intensifies students’ 

exposure to media, commodities, and nightlife venues.  

! Finally, MAK’s student body has the highest rates of transactional sex in 

Uganda (Population Services International 2007). Potential sugar daddies specifically 

pursue Makerere students because, as students at Uganda’s top-ranked university, 

they are seen as symbols of prestige (Ibid.) Because African women often rely on 

their bodies as their primary productive resource (Cole 2005) and because sex is a 

privileged site for the articulation of social anxieties (Rubin 1984), Makerere’s sexual 

economy provides an ideal lens through which to examine how young African women 

negotiate the tensions inherent in a matrix of increased educational opportunities, 

limited financial resources, heightened health risks, competing affective ties, and 

desire for material commodities. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6!See!Sekirime et al. (2001) for similar findings regarding the disconnect between MAK students’ 
biomedical knowledge and sexual practiecs.!
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  Image 3. The retail area on the outskirts of campus, called Wandegeya, targets 
female students with clothing boutiques and beauty salons. 

 

 From 2010 to 2012, I conducted dissertation fieldwork with female students at 

Makerere University, in Kampala city at large, and in students’ home villages. I 

utilized an ethnographic approach that consisted of participant observation, in-depth 

interviews, and material analysis. The strengths of the ethnographic method - 

longitudinal study, cultural immersion, and high levels of trust between investigator 

and subjects – are essential elements of a project that is sensitive, nuanced, and 

attentive to life course cycles.  

  For the first six months of my study, I interviewed students using a semi-

structured interview guide that focused on three domains of students’ social lives: 

education, finances, and romantic relationships. I interviewed 35 female students and 

15 male students. I recruited study participants using a stratified snowball sample. A 

snowball sample was the most appropriate sampling technique for two reasons: 1) 

Due to the personal nature of the data I sought to gather, it was important to have an 

established relationship with my subjects; and 2) The behaviors I investigated varied 
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according to membership in particular peer groups. Because I took a broad 

understanding of the term “transactional sex,” and sought to investigate students’ 

conceptions of this term, subjects were not selected according to preset behavioral 

criteria, although I did seek out students who spoke openly about their sexual 

relationships. I wrote daily field notes and, when possible, audio-recorded interviews 

and conversations. This project integrated the dialectical processes of data collection 

and analysis.  

 Because my inquiry addresses processes of social distinction, I recruited 

interview subjects from Makerere’s two most expensive hostels: Nana and Akamwesi. 

Not only are these hostels notorious for their price, but rumors abound regarding the 

immorality of the female students who reside there. There is a prevailing assumption 

among the student body that female Nana and Akamwesi residents’ rents are provided 

by sugar daddies. This assumption does not extend to male residents, but residents of 

both genders are considered to be richer than the average Makerere students and are 

thus suspected of being “spoiled” and “snobbish.” 

 During my round of initial interviews, I identified female students who are said 

to be, in local slang, “designer girls.” This appellation refers to young women who 

stay abreast of fashion and commodity trends as a mode of conspicuous consumption. 

Once I had established relationships with particular students who indicated that they 

wanted to be part of my study, I moved into Akamwesi hostel to begin intensive 

participant observation. Living in the student hostel provided excellent entrée into my 

informants’ social lives. I spent countless hours hanging out in their hostel rooms, 

watching movies or the news, chatting and gossiping, sharing meals, trying on 

clothes, and reading tabloid papers. I was privy to their budgeting decisions and 

income sources, and noted the significant amount of resource-sharing that takes place 
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among peers. For example, oftentimes when figuring out what we were going to eat 

for dinner, someone would call a “boyfriend” to bring food for the entire group. In 

Chapter III, I explore the implications of this resource distribution for the 

construction of female friendships. Living in the hostel also alerted me to the 

expensive electronic and appliance assemblages that characterize the rooms of 

students with greatest access to financial capital, either through family, sugar daddies, 

or their own employment. The hostel, in effect, provided a microcosm of affluent 

students, and examination of their income sources lends insight into the regeneration 

of forms of social and cultural capital among educated youth. 

 On Makerere campus, I accompanied my informants to their classes, on-campus 

jobs, study groups, campus church services, and student canteens. In these settings, I 

observed students’ interactions with their peers, professors, and administrators. 

Included in these observations were professors’ propositions to female students that 

they exchange sex for marks. These were very subtle interactions, but my informants 

explained their significance to me upon later reflection. I discuss my informants’ 

reactions to these propositions in Chapter II. Much of my time with my informants 

was spent off campus at shopping arcades, second-hand clothing markets, and hair 

salons. By going shopping with my informants, I was able to understand how and 

where they spent their money, and how they assigned value to particular commodities 

(such as mobile phones) and to particular qualities of commodities (such as 

manufacturing origin). Students’ consumption practices spoke directly to the project 

of becoming educated, as certain items (flat-screen TVs, smart phones) were 

considered de rigueur for campus life. Thus, these data index students’ larger self-

making projects and desires regarding social mobility.  
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 In the evenings, I accompanied my informants to the bars, clubs, and hotels 

where female students seek out – and are sought out by – older, wealthy men. These 

outings were very involved, and preparation – including acquiring appropriate dress, 

transportation, and alcohol –  took hours. My informants explicitly explained the type 

of image they intended to project, and how certain clothing and modes of transport 

contributed to their performances of urban, cosmopolitan, educated womanhood. I 

observed my informants’ juggling multiple men on any given evening, and 

participated in their conversations reflecting on negotiations between themselves and 

their prospective or actual sexual partners. I participated in many conversations in 

which students evaluated how time, money, sex, love, companionship, security, and 

domestic labor “should” be exchanged in romantic relationships. Sometimes they 

reported triumph after a night’s activities, like when a man would take all of us to a 

fancy casino and then drive us back to the hostel in the early morning; sometimes they 

evaluated nights out as failures, such as when they were faced with men who refused 

to buy them drinks, or threatened them with sexual assault. Their strategies and 

negotiations regarding money, commodities, fun, sex, and exchange form the heart of 

this dissertation.  

 During school holidays, I accompanied my key informants to their family homes 

in Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, and Uganda. These trips allowed me to assess 

continuities and discontinuities between students’ family homes and their current 

living situations. In each case, students’ parents were relatively affluent and believed 

that higher education for their daughters would lead to white-collar employment and 

respectable marriage. Parents, in this respect, seemed invested in the ideal of 

companionate marriage for their daughters. They were unaware of their daughters’ 

various trysts, and did not know the origin of the luxury commodities that their 
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daughters possessed. However, in some cases, my informants reported that they 

believed their fathers to be carrying on affairs with university-age women. Although I 

do not specifically discuss these trips in this dissertation, visits to informants’ family 

homes hinted at the intergenerational dynamics that sustain my informants’ practices. 

 I also interviewed male students, and, when possible, my informants’ sexual 

partners. However, the “structural distrust” between men and women (Hunter 2010), 

that I expound upon in Chapter II, extended to my interactions with my informants’ 

suitors, and these interviews yielded little insight into the men’s motivations and 

intentions. However, because I was interpolated as a same-age friend of my 

informants, participant observation gave me access to men’s propositions and 

expectations regarding sexual exchange.  

 I do not make any claims to the representativeness of my informants’ practices; 

however, I believe that I have identified prominent dynamics that inform Makerere 

University’s sexual economy. I chose to spend two years with the same group of 

friends in order to build trusting relationships and to become part of a social network 

such that I could experience various modes of exchange first-hand. I balance my data 

collected from these informants with the longitudinal data I gleaned from my decade-

long relationships with Rachel and Esther, the key informants from my Master’s 

study. Together, these data sets point to the interlocked structures of reciprocity and 

indebtedness that undergird female students’ relationships with friends, family, sexual 

partners, professors, and financial sponsors.  

 
Chapter organization 
 
Pathologies of potential 

 This chapter examines how female secondary school students in rural Uganda 

experience NGO education sponsorship in ways that belie international development 
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organizations’ ideological emphases on girls’ empowerment. The NGO in question 

relies upon discursive creation of “the community” in order to efficiently distribute 

school fees through a village executive board. Data reveal that board members 

manipulate school fees as an instrument of patronage in a manner that exemplifies 

female students’ subordinate role in village networks of support and dependence. In 

particular, female students identified as the most “promising” are subject to increasing 

levels of surveillance and control as their school careers progress. By situating female 

students’ experiences within an analysis of competing understandings of individual 

and community “potential,” this chapter explains the mechanisms by which NGO 

programming based on ideologies of individual emancipation ensnares project 

beneficiaries in relationships of obligation to village leadership. Based on 

ethnographic research in a Ugandan village and longitudinal data on key informants’ 

educational trajectories, this chapter calls into question development programming 

intended to “empower” young women, and individual beneficiaries more broadly. 

 

Unpacking the ‘three boyfriends’ 

 At Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda, it is commonly said that female 

students have three boyfriends each: one for marks, one for money, and one for love. 

This phrase has been gaining in popularity over the past decade, coinciding with a 

drastic increase in the number of female students attending MAK and other Ugandan 

universities. While research on transactional sex in Africa has for the most part been 

concerned with “survival sex” or, the exchange of sex for necessities (Luke 2005; 

Nyanzi et al. 2001), more recent scholarship argues that the “pursuit of modernity” - 

as realized through commodity consumption – is an important element in young 

peoples’ sexual exchange (Leclerc-Madlala 2003; see also Cole 2009; Groes-Green 

2014; Hunter 2010; Newell 2009). I suggest that university students pursue a 
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particular iteration of modern personhood – that of “educated woman” – in their 

sexual transactions. In a schema that overlaps with the ‘three boyfriends,’ my 

informants cite “comfort,” “sex,” “publicity,” “money,” and “love” as their most 

salient relationship typologies. In this chapter, I draw from notions of sexual economy 

to analyze the logics of value that animate female students’ sexual engagements. In 

doing so, I untangle the processes of transvaluation by which young women’s’ 

relationships remit commodities, marks, “publicity,” affective states, and social 

distinction.  

Declarations of promiscuity 

 This chapter examines the relationship between “sugar daddyism” and 

emerging forms of female sociality among young, educated women in urban Uganda. 

In particular, I demonstrate how the practice of ‘housing’ – wherein one man sponsors 

an outing for multiple women – fosters new spaces for female friendship. Scholars of 

African social relations have long noted the centrality of material exchange in 

establishing and maintaining ties of kinship and political patronage; more recently, 

the interplay between capital and sentiment in sexual relationships has garnered 

significant attention. Yet friendship, in Africa and elsewhere, remains remarkably 

undertheorized. Profound generational shifts in sociality, shaped by rural-urban 

migration, the expansion of higher education, and the influx of Western media, make 

Uganda a fertile site for the study of new forms of non-kin affiliation. In this chapter, 

I analyze the relations of exchange that simultaneously constitute sugar daddy and 

female peer relationships. I make three major points: First, although sugar daddyism 

functions according to logics of asymmetrical exchange, such relationships animate 

horizontal reciprocity within female peer groups. Second, educated young women 

discursively construct friendship as a space for “fun,” in opposition to romantic and 

kin relationships. Third, despite this discursive separation, friendship and sexual 
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transactions implicate each other, destabilizing both sets of relationships.  

Sex and sensitization 

 This chapter is concerned with mediations of female university students in the 

public sphere, particularly by public health NGOs and tabloid newspapers. Public 

health NGOs and Kampala’s tabloid media outlets play prominent roles in crafting 

public discourse about female university students. NGOs target female students in 

behavior change campaigns meant to reduce the spread of HIV, while tabloid papers 

profit from the circulation of sexually explicit images of female students. I suggest 

that both sets of discourses draw upon overlapping claims to modernity in their 

representations of, and interactions with, female university students: NGOs promote a 

vision of modernity in which young women engage in monogamous, romantic, same-

age, heterosexual relationships that lead to marriage and a nuclear family; on the other 

hand, tabloid newspapers traffic in tropes of licentious, sexually-liberated female 

subjects. I argue that both discourses do violence to young women’s claims to 

personhood by constructing them as promiscuous (either because they are too 

ignorant to practice what NGOs define as “safe” sex, or because they are 

“modernized”), and hence, immoral. Furthermore, my data reveal that female students 

engage with these media productions strategically and according to their own logics 

of modernity and knowledge production. This chapter speaks to the need to re-

evaluate development practices that rely on an uncomplicated model of knowledge 

distribution.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

TOWARDS A ‘BRIGHT FUTURE’: PATHOLOGIES OF POTENTIAL IN A 
UGANDAN VILLAGE 

 
 

“Problem solved!” 

 

 

Image 4. Kulanu website.!
 

 In 2011, an American NGO called Kulanu published an article on their 

website that declared, “Problem Solved!” The ‘problem’ the article refers to is 

schoolgirl absenteeism, ostensibly due to lack of menstrual supplies. Kulanu ‘solved’ 

this problem with a donation of reusable menstrual pads to students at Semei 

Kakungulu High School (SKHS), where Kulanu administers community 

empowerment programs. Regarding schoolgirl absenteeism, the article proclaims, 

“This absenteeism has negative consequences for the girls' health and education and 

undermines their potential” (Kulanu 2011). I take Kulanu’s assumptions about the 

meaning and manifestation of girls’ “potential” as a starting point for this chapter’s 

analysis of education sponsorship for female students in rural Uganda. 

 The following chapters will discuss the lives of Makerere University’s 

“designer girls” – female students who finance their educations and middle-class 
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lifestyles through sexual relationships with older men. This chapter turns to female 

students who eschew such relationships in favor of NGO education sponsorship. 

While NGO sponsorship appears to present an unproblematic alternative to medically 

and socially risky “transactional” sex, such sponsorship operates within a similar 

logic of patron-clientalism that ensnares female students in relationships of obligation 

to elite men. Although NGO rhetoric emphasizes female “empowerment” through 

formal education, the administration of “community-based” education sponsorship 

programs buttress existing structures of gender inequality. This new form of 

dependency intertwines with pre-existing models of obligation towards one’s lineage 

and community.  

 I make this point through an analysis of the educational trajectories of female 

students whose secondary and university fees were provided by an American NGO 

(Kulanu). I argue that the schoolgirls’ “bright futures” were co-opted through two 

linked processes animated by school fees provision. First, I show how NGO 

sponsorship discursively and materially converts an assemblage of geographically and 

ideologically linked households into “the community” such that it forms a legible site 

for intervention. Second, I demonstrate how schoolgirls’ “potential” is simultaneously 

elicited and cannibalized in the service of “community empowerment.” Throughout, I 

highlight the mechanisms of investment and debt that govern schoolgirls’ 

relationships with NGO staff and village leadership; these dynamics echo the sugar 

daddy relationships discussed in previous chapters. My larger point in this chapter is 

to demonstrate how gendered dynamics of patron-clientalism undergird the 

experiences of all female university students, regardless of the particular 

manifestations of these dynamics.  
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 My analysis is based on three months of ethnographic research conducted 

among the Bayudaya (Ugandan Jews) in Nabagoye Village from June through August 

2004, and nine years of longitudinal data (2004 – 2013) gained through sustained 

relationships with key informants across multiple research trips to Uganda. Although 

the Bayudaya are an extremely small religious minority in Uganda, the dynamics of 

the community’s relationship with Kulanu resonate with Uganda’s “community-

based” development projects in general.  

 In this chapter, I follow two Bayudaya students - Rachel and Esther -  from 

secondary school through university. Rachel and Esther, as the designated “smartest”7 

girls in Nabagoye, embody the contradictions inherent in international development 

discourse that lauds girls for their embeddedness in family and community but frets 

over the riskiness of young women’s sexuality (especially in terms of their propensity 

to “fall pregnant”8). In examining Rachel and Esther’s experiences, I take up the 

“politics of potentiality” (Taussig et al. 2013:10) as recently approached within 

medical anthropology and Science and Technology Studies to highlight the competing 

stakes that accrue to young women’s bodies across time. Because “potential” indexes 

a desired state that has yet to come to fruition, sites of potential (in this case, Rachel 

and Esther’s bodies), are oft subject to surveillance by those who seek to profit from 

the “extraction” of said potential. In the example discussed here, Rachel did indeed 

fall pregnant while at university, with the child of a Bayudaya leader’s son; although 

she wanted to abort the fetus and continue her education uninterrupted, the Bayudaya 

leadership threatened to expel her from the school fees program should she fail to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Interview with AEC member. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004. 
8 Schoolgirl pregnancy looms as an ever-present risk of education termination, due to school policies 
that mandate expulsion for pregnant students, as well as popular attitudes regarding the 
incommensurability of motherhood and studenthood. Male students do not face these repercussions 
when they father a child. See Bledsoe et al. (1993) and Sharp (2002) on the symbolic weight of 
schoolgirl pregnancy in Africa.  
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birth the child and marry her abusive boyfriend. I explain the deep ironies of this 

situation by untangling the confluence of social relations that construct Rachel as a 

source of potential for her village and NGO sponsors. 

 

Community empowerment in Uganda 

 Since the 1990s, international financial institutions and development agencies 

have lauded “community-based” initiatives as a corrective to the top-down 

development approaches that prevailed in the 1980s (Elyachar 2002). This type of 

approach, in which NGOs “partner” with local communities, is part of a global 

neoliberal shift away from charity and towards the creation of sustainable, locally-

driven development (see Moodie 2013; Scherz 2013; Swidler and Watkins 2008). In a 

move that harkens back to techniques of colonial governance, NGOs often instantiate 

or reify village “leadership committees” to aid in the implementation of local projects 

(see Bornstein 2001; Ferguson 1994). In so doing, “the community” can become 

naturalized as a static, homogenous entity, rather than an ever-shifting network of 

actors and institutions operating according to diverse motivations and desires.9 In 

order to highlight the mechanisms by which the Bayudaya manifest themselves as a 

community, I invoke Montoya’s conceptualization of community as “practice… 

socially reproductive and productive of emergent social arrangements” (Montoya 

2013:48). I combine this understanding with Stacy Pigg’s (1992) insights about 

ideologies of “the village” in Nepali development programs to focus on the meanings 

and uses of “the community” as a social category. Following Pigg, I will argue that 

Kulanu’s construction of the Bayudaya as “a community” positions them as an entity 

eligible for “empowerment.”  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 See Mayoux (1999) for a similar critique of “the household” as a unit of development intervention.  
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A number of scholars have problematized the development industry’s 

fetishization of “empowerment.” While a full literature review is outside the scope of 

this chapter, I build on the insight that the concept of empowerment, as deployed in 

international development discourse and programming, has been disarticulated from 

its origins in liberation theology and redeployed as a tool of neoliberal governance in 

order to produce docile, productive, and self-regulating subjects.10 Further, as Li 

(1999) points out in her analysis of resettlements projects in Indonesia, not everyone 

is equally suited to become empowered aid recipients. She writes, “The people 

selected should be keen and willing to participate, interested in receiving what the 

program has to offer, and ready to play their part in making the program a success” 

(Li 1999:305). In other words, a specific sort of “potential” is sought in subjects who 

are to become empowered.  

 The gendered nature of this potential is elucidated in development discourse 

surrounding girls’ and women’s “empowerment.” Girls’ empowerment, in particular, 

has become a rallying point for funders and development practitioners in recent years. 

In 2012, the UN instituted the first annual International Day of the Girl Child, meant 

to simultaneously highlight the challenges faced by girls in developing countries, and 

to emphasize their “unique” potential to effect social change (United Nations 2011). 

In a similar move, in 2008, the Nike Foundation launched it’s “Girl Effect” campaign 

to raise awareness about “the unique potential of adolescent girls to end poverty” 

(Nike Foundation 2008). Citing research that states that “an educated girl will reinvest 

90% of her future income in her family,” the Girl Effect manifesto declares that 

“better lives for girls means better lives for everyone in their communities” (Nike 

Foundation 2008). Likewise, the global proliferation of women’s micro-finance 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 See Batliwala (2007) for lineages of the the term “empowerment”. 
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lending schemes in the 1990s was based on assumptions about women’s inherent 

community-mindedness. All of the above examples hearken back to the essentializing 

discourses about universal womanhood so popular – and so thoroughly critiqued – in 

Western second-wave feminist movements. According to this framework, the female 

gender imbues subjects with the potential to succeed as development subjects due to 

their inherent willingness to subvert individual desire for the good of the 

community.11 

 Within Uganda, the wisdom of “community empowerment” is hegemonic. 

Roadsides are littered with NGO signs proclaiming, to take one example, “Mission 

for Community Development: Empowering Communities, Changing Lives,” and 

popular speech is peppered with uncritical references to the need to “empower” one’s 

“community” or “village.” As Kristin Cheney (2007) notes in relation to children’s 

rights NGOs in Uganda, development keywords do not translate seamlessly into local 

languages; thus, people code-switch to English when deploying development 

concepts. As I show later in this chapter, this code-switching produces a limited 

discursive framework with which to consider development programming. 

 
Creating the Bayudaya community 

 The Bayudaya – literally “people of Judah” – are an Ugandan religious group 

that adheres to the teachings of the Old Testament. Founded in the early 1900s by a 

government administrator, Semei Kakungulu, they now comprise approximately 700 

families living in and around Nabagoye Village on the outskirts of Mbale in eastern 

Uganda. Bayudaya are primarily members of the Baganda and Bagisu tribes and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11!Critiques of micro-finance reveal that it is this very embeddedness that threatens the success of 
program beneficiaries. When unable to repay loans, women often turn to male kin for assistance, 
thereby furthering their entrenchment in the very relations of inequality that micro-finance programs 
claim to destabilize. The!ethnogrphic!literature!provides!a!number!of!examples.!For!an!overview,!
see!Elyachar!(2002).!
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speak Luganda and Lugisu. Like the majority of Uganda’s rural villagers, most 

Bayudaya live below the global poverty line. When this research began in 2004, most 

families practiced subsistence farming and generated supplementary income through 

activities such as small-scale shopkeeping and tailoring. The Bayudaya are governed 

by an executive committee composed of brothers and male cousins from the most 

powerful extended family in Nabagoye.12 These brothers have been de facto 

community leaders since the Bayudaya reconstituted itself in the 1980s, following 

decades of national unrest and religious persecution.13  Members of the Abayudaya 

Executive Committee (AEC) run the key village institutions, including the secondary 

school, primary school, religious institutions, and the most profitable cash businesses. 

Members of the AEC are also involved in local politics at the district and regional 

levels. Prior to Kulanu’s intervention, the Bayudaya comprised a constellation of 

synagogue congregations in adjacent villages. Over the decades of Kulanu’s 

relationship with the AEC, the “Bayudaya community” has crystallized, with its 

spatial and metaphorical center at the top of Nabagoye Hill.  

 In the early 1990s, the Bayudaya were “discovered” by American Jewish 

travelers and subsequently selected as a beneficiary community by Kulanu, a Zionist 

NGO that provides development assistance to “isolated and emerging Jewish 

communities,” largely in the global South. Founded in New York in 1994, Kulanu 

began as a volunteer collective of Jewish professionals committed to Messianic 

Judaism, which promotes the “return” to Israel of diasporic Jews in order to bring 

about the coming of the Messiah. While Kulanu’s current leadership does not 

emphasize the religious or physical necessity of making aliyah (relocating to Israel), 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Occasionally, female relatives of the male members sit on the Board. A list of AEC members and 
their offices is found in Kulanu (2000). 
13 Bayudaya ceased public practice of Judaism during Idi Amin’s regime (1971-1979). 
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they share mainstream American Judaism’s concern with preserving and 

strengthening Jewish communities, in light of a perceived demographic crisis.14 

In the words of Kulanu’s materials about their work with the Bayudaya, “The primary 

focus is community empowerment through education” (Kulanu 2006). Kulanu 

provides school fees for all primary school students at the Bayudaya primary school 

(Hadassah Primary), secondary school students at Semei Kakungulu High School, and 

tuition for Bayudaya university students. Kulanu particularly advocates for increased 

educational opportunities for women, because women are “key to community 

development” (Kulanu 2006). In addition, Kulanu sponsors infrastructural projects 

such as water tanks and electricity delivery, income-generating projects such as coffee 

and craft export. Kulanu sends a steady stream of volunteers, for both long-term 

assignments and short-term tours, to participate in community development projects. 

In 2004, Nabagoye Hill housed the largest Bayudaya synagogue, Semei Kakungulu 

High School, and the home of the AEC’s director, Gershom. In addition to these 

structures, there now sit a guest house for western visitors (primarily Kulanu 

volunteers), a gift shop catering to western tourists, a sundries shop and cyber café, 

SKHS student hostels, and homes for other members of the AEC, all supported in part 

through Kulanu funds. Unlike the homes of the majority of Bayudaya families, the 

structures on Nabagoye Hill have electricity and ample water supply. Kulanu’s 

interventions have instantiated a geographical centre of power at the top of Nabagoye 

Hill. 

 In addition to the material cultivation of the Abayudaya community, Kulanu’s 

relationship with the AEC continually reproduces the discursive entity known as “the 

Abayudaya community.” In a strategy common to development organizations (as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 See Abrams (1997) for an example of this demographic crisis discourse. 
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elucidated in the previous section) Kulanu designated the AEC as the official 

representative of the Bayudaya community, and Gershom as “the leader of the 

Abayudaya.”15 In this way, Kulanu’s intervention reinforced existing structures of 

elite patriarchal authority. The AEC is responsible for facilitating Kulanu’s programs 

“on the ground” and, most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, distributing 

school fees. In order for an individual or institution to receive access to Kulanu funds, 

or to participate in Kulanu-sponsored projects, they must first be recognized by the 

AEC as a member of “the community.” In line with prevailing patronage and kinship 

structures, community membership radiates outwards from the AEC and their 

immediate families. 

 When I first visited Nabagoye in 2004, Bayudaya from outlying villages 

grumbled about their marginalization in community affairs and their limited access to 

donor resources. Their complaints have escalated over the years. While not previously 

free from internal power struggles and inequality, the massive wealth and power 

discrepancies that now characterize the Bayudaya did not materialize until Kulanu 

began to distribute funds to the AEC. As more visible material benefits began to 

accrue to the AEC and designated community “members,” more and more villagers 

sought to “join” the Bayudaya. The AEC, in turn, began to aggressively police the 

boundaries of the “community.” This has led to strict, yet capriciously applied, 

standards of belonging, and seemingly arbitrary designations of who is and is not 

“Bayudaya.” The AEC makes these designations strategically, according to their 

assessment of individuals’ potential to “strengthen” the community in a way that both 

consolidates the leadership’s power and encourages further donor funding.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 In 2002, the AEC wrote a letter to Kulanu requesting that “money to be given to, and administered 
by, the Abayudaya community as a whole.” See Kulanu (2002). 
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 At the same time that Kulanu has produced the Abayudaya as a community, 

the Abayudaya have simultaneously produced Kulanu as an NGO. Following their 

adoption of the Bayudaya as a beneficiary community, Kulanu began to publicize 

“The Ugandan Miracle”/“Uganda’s Lost Tribe” (Kulanu 2005), and the Bayudaya 

soon garnered international media attention. Kulanu has since linked Bayudaya small-

scale Judaica production to international markets, funded and promoted their 

Grammy-nominated album of Ugandan Jewish songs, and sponsored numerous talks 

by and about the Bayudaya at synagogues and university Hillels in the U.S., primarily 

on the East and West Coasts. While Kulanu’s early publications frame their work in 

terms of religious obligation to reunite the Jewish diaspora, their language has, over 

time, converged with mainstream international development discourse. This is 

exemplified by Kulanu’s 2008 receipt of Tufts University Institute for Global 

Leadership’s Jean Mayer Global Citizenship Award, and Kulanu’s Uganda 

Coordinator’s talk at Brandeis University’s Heller School for Social Policy and 

Management Program in Sustainable Development in 2007, in which she spoke about 

“the importance of women’s empowerment in international development, and the role 

of a US nongovernmental organization, such as Kulanu, in helping rural African 

communities gain access to government and international assistance” (Kulanu 2007). 

The majority of Kulanu’s funding is still provided by Jewish foundations and 

individuals; however, their Abayudaya programming garners support from major 

donors such as USAID and the American Jewish World Service. Despite its religious 

affiliation, Kulanu can now be considered an example of technocratic international 

development practice.  

 At the same time, as a relatively small NGO, Kulanu depends on its 

relationship with the Bayudaya to sustain its own organizational existence. This 
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dynamic partly explains why Kulanu supports AEC practices that appear to 

contravene Kulanu’s female empowerment rhetoric. For example, while Kulanu 

purports to support all Bayudaya students, the AEC instituted a school fees selection 

process and contract system that penalizes students who fail to date and marry within 

the community, with particularly acute ramification for girls. However, because “the 

community” is the administrative unit of Kulanu’s intervention, it is impossible for 

Kulanu to recognize or respond to heterogeneity within the community. Despite years 

of attempts by Bayudaya-identified individuals to communicate with Kulanu staff 

regarding on-the-ground realities of Kulanu programming, Kulanu’s fundraising 

model discourages the organization from acknowledging discord among its 

beneficiaries.  

 
Schoolgirl potential, community potential 

 While a combination of federal legislation, development discourse, and media 

liberalization prompt many Ugandans to consider the benefits of “gender balance” in 

education and the workforce, patriarchal structures of authority and privilege remain 

powerful, especially in rural areas. The widely shared expectation that girls and 

women should be financially reliant upon, and socially subordinate to, men is rooted 

in historical conditions of labor segregation and gendered systems of patronage that 

persist through present day. Despite the official national commitment to gender 

balance in education, Bayudaya opinions about secondary schooling for girls vary 

widely. These local discourses reflect larger trends in Ugandan attitudes towards 

education for women. On one hand, some community members agree with 

government and NGO discourses that tout formal education as the path to a “bright 

future” and as a way for women to simultaneously contribute to their future families’ 

income and gain economic independence from male kin. In this paradigm, education 
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is seen as “empowerment” for women and is part and parcel of the national 

modernization project. Parents are aware that educated girls fetch higher bridewealth 

and are more likely to financially support their parents in their old age. On the other 

hand, some people blame women’s education for the erosion of “traditional African 

values” that prescribe a strict gendered division of labor. These conflicting 

understandings of the value of girls’ education trouble teleological narratives about 

education leading to female “empowerment.”  

 Kulanu is vocal about their desire to see Bayudaya women attend school and 

pursue careers outside of traditional Ugandan norms. “Women’s empowerment” is 

one of five objectives under the organization’s “education” programming goals [see 

image 18], and Kulanu sponsors educational and “empowerment” initiatives for 

women and girls, often couched in the language of universal sisterhood (e.g. 

“Women-to-women in Uganda”).  

 

Image 5. Kulanu promotional material. 

!

In remarks about one such project, a Kulanu volunteer reported that: 

 [Kulanu volunteer] talked about women’s equity in education and the problems of women 
gaining their voices both personally and publicly…The [Bayudaya] women nodded knowingly, 
indicating that we were reaching something that had a personal meaning to them (Kulanu 2005).  
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Whether or not the women in question were indeed nodding in recognition of global 

truths about female empowerment is up for debate; however, the rhetoric of female 

empowerment has gained significant traction in Nabagoye. 

 This is due in no small part to the efforts of the Abayudaya Executive 

Committee (AEC) Director, Gershom. Following his travels with Kulanu in the 

United States, Gershom became a force for women’s empowerment among the 

Bayudaya, in line with Kulanu’s philosophy. When describing his work with Kulanu, 

he explains: 

And the other achievement we have made is so many women are now literate. As compared to 
the previous years, where women were formerly reserved for the kitchen, the garden. Now we 
have women who can read. My job is to empower them and high school has done so.16  

 
Here Gershom echoes government and NGO discourses that elide education with 

“empowerment” for women. In fact, Gershom asserts that empowerment for women 

is a fait accompli, beginning and ending with high school education. Previous 

chapters have discussed the metonymic relationship of educated women to modernity; 

here I show how this relationship is instrumentalized in constructions of community 

“progress.” Below, an AEC member demonstrates how educated women are framed 

as a development achievement, alongside water and electricity provision: 

The way it is going right now, I believe [Nabagoye] will have changed so much. Before, we 
didn’t have water tanks at home here. We had only this small one. We have water right now… 
Maybe we shall have electricity, maybe we shall have. Like now, we have girls who seem to 
be very progressive. As I tell them, how girls should learn so much, and we shall have girls in 
colleges. It will be wonderful. And with electricity here, the whole environment will change. 
It will be maybe just as in the States!17  

 

 Despite prevailing discourse about educated women as key to community 

modernization, some AEC members’ express ambivalence about the material forms of 

this empowerment. For example, the headmaster of SKHS lamented the girl-specific 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Interview with Gershom. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2005. 
17 Interview with AEC member. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004. 
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programming that Kulanu instituted at his school, saying that he had “no choice” but 

to allow after-school activities specifically for female students, because “[Kulanu’s 

director] is the boss of this school.”18 While his personal views tended towards seeing 

education for girls as a regrettable compromise and contrary to Ugandan values. This 

statement suggests that, in order for the AEC to receive Kulanu’s support, they must 

demonstrate the community’s potential for modernization; knowing Kulanu’s 

proclivities for gender equity, the AEC highlights the prospect of educated Bayudaya 

women. At the same time, popular perceptions regarding Kulanu’s “preferential” 

treatment of girls amplifies expectations that female beneficiaries recompense the 

larger community. 

 Bayudaya mothers emphasize that the current generation of girls has 

opportunities far beyond what they themselves were offered. They are therefore 

anxious for their daughters to take full advantage of these opportunities. However, 

their ambitions do not rest on a better life for their individual daughters, but rather for 

the community as a whole: 

[When I was in school] my parents could not pay my fees. There was no funds from the 
States. We were not connected [to donors]. Those in high school have scholarships, those in 
primary level, elementary school, they have scholarships. I advise them to first complete their 
education, to get a degree. That will be so good for us in the community. For the village, the 
whole village.19 

 

Bayudaya parents’ views towards education echo those of Ugandan parents in 

general, who tend to invest in their children’s education in the pursuit of social and 

economic advancement (see Cheney 2007), however tenuous this outcome might be. 

The education of any one child is thought to raise the social standing of his extended 

family, clan, and community, and the child is expected to support all of those entities 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Interview with SKHS headmaster. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004. 
19 Interview with Bayudaya mother. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004.  
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in the future.20 However, due to Uganda’s dismal job market for educated (and 

uneducated) youth, the fulfillment of these expectations are rare. 

 The rarity of this outcome does not dilute the power of the “bright future” 

narrative.  At the time of my initial research in 2004, much fanfare surrounded the 

“progressive” Bayudaya schoolgirls. These girls were slated to become the first 

Bayudaya women to attend university as a cohort,21 and were lauded by Kulanu and 

the AEC as future “first female doctor in Nabagoye,” “first female LC (local 

councilperson),” and “first female lawyer,”22 among others. When I questioned Esther 

and Rachel about their future plans, they echoed community leaders’ expectations: 

I would like to study and have a bright future. I’d like to be a lawyer and then I also want to 
help the  community. Because lawyers, in our community, we don’t have.  

 
 I want to be a doctor because I want to help the community. And the other thing is that in our 
 community we have, I think, only one doctor, yeah. That’s why I want to be a doctor.23  
 

It is possible to cast schoolgirls’ statements as simply following the party line or 

telling an authority figure (the anthropologist) what they assume she wants to hear; 

yet, based on extended observations and conversations with the schoolgirls in 

question, it appears that they view their future prospects as intimately tied to those of 

the community. This synergy can be read in several ways, in addition to what is 

almost certainly the girls’ sincere desire to fulfill family, community, and NGO 

sponsors’ expectations. First, as high school students, Rachel and Esther were not yet 

in a position to understand the material realities of work within and outside of their 

rural village; second, as earlier noted, dominant discourse structures how people talk 

about their engagement with development initiatives. Finally, Timmermans and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 See Kilbride and Kilbride (1990) and Reynolds and White (1998) for discussion of community 
obligation in Uganda. 
21 Two Bayudaya women had previously attended university, but these were anomalous cases at the 
time. 
22 Fieldnotes 2004. 
23 Interview with Rachel and Esther. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004. 
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Buchwold (2013) identify the “consoling effect” of potentiality that perhaps plays a 

role here. In their discussion of newborn genetic screening in the United States, 

Timmermans and Buchwold describe the processes by which medical technology 

becomes imbued with potentiality in a manner that forecloses recognition of the given 

technology’s present workings. In the sense that education sponsorship (and, more 

broadly, formal education), is a technology, the continual discursive reinforcement of 

its centrality to female empowerment and community modernization overpowers 

evidence to the contrary.  

 Thus, the AEC and Kulanu funneled financial and in-kind support to Rachel 

and Esther, and cheerleaded their career ambitions as evidence of the community’s 

“development.” Rachel accounts for the above dynamics thusly: 

Yeah, if more girls go to school [village leaders] are happy. And also I think Kulanu is part of 
it, but I don’t know if they forced [the leadership] to change women to do that, because if 
[Kulanu] are taking maybe, like, someone maybe for a programme or to go to the US they 
want, like, maybe a girl. They always say ‘Women. We want more women’. Yeah, but the 
community right now is very good to girls and women. That is something I really appreciate.24  

 
While Rachel recounts acceptance of the frictions that produce opportunities for 

Bayudaya girls, Gershom expressed ambivalence about the leadership’s investment in 

the girls’ futures: 

 Gershom: We have so much hope in Rachel. We love her too much. 
 Brooke: Why too much? 
 Gershom: Because she may still fail. She may become pregnant and run away.25 
 

This statement hints at the mechanisms of investment and debt that serve to nurture, 

and simultaneously constrain, schoolgirls’ “potential.” Kulanu and community leaders 

invest emotional and financial resources in individual girls, with the expectation that 

they will fulfill certain roles within the community, thereby strengthening the fiction 

that is “the community.” However, the fear that girls could “run away” destabilizes 

these investments. While an individual’s “potential” is key to community belonging, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Interview with Rachel. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
25 Interview with Gershom. Nabagoye, Uganda, 2004. 
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this potential is a double-edged sword. The greater the investment, the greater the fear 

that such investment will be squandered, thus resulting in increasing modes of 

surveillance and control around the most promising schoolgirls.26 Especially for those 

Nabagoye residents who are suspicious of education for women (such as the high 

school headmaster), the vision of educated girls gaining autonomy at the expense of 

their community, is indeed troubling.  

Whose bright futures?  
 

 The above discussion suggests an almost “convivial”27 alignment of interests 

between Kulanu, the AEC, and female students – everyone wants female students to 

succeed. However, ideas about what this success – or, fruition of girls’ potential – 

entails, differ dramatically. Kulanu promotes individual empowerment, in which girls 

“find their voice” through formal education and economic productivity. The AEC 

professes a similar orientation to girls’ futures, but as we will see in this section, the 

Committee’s desire to see girls fulfill the gendered roles of wife and mother overrides 

their rhetorical commitment to girls’ education and career success. Parents hope that 

educated children will raise their families’ – and village’s -  socio-economic status. 

All of these expectations uncomfortably converge in the shared vision of a “strong 

community” on Nabagoye Hill. As for the girls themselves, their hopes and plans 

alternately dovetail with, and diverge from, their sponsors’ desires. Ultimately, this 

analysis points to an inherent tension in community-based programs that seek to 

empower individual community members.28  

 It is helpful to recall here anthropologist Shanti Parikh’s observation that 

Ugandan schoolgirls embody “future promise and purity” in the public imagination 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 See, for example, Taussig et al. (2013) on “risk” as the flip side of potential. 
27 See Nyamjoh (2002) on conviviality between individuals and communities in Cameroon. See also 
Bayart (1993); Mbembe (1992) on “conviviality” in the post-colony.  
28 See Bornstein (2001) on World Vision’s child sponsorship programmes for another example of this 
sort of tension. 
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(Parikh 2004). This characterization echoes discursive constructions of human 

embryos discussed in medical anthropology literature. In an ethnography of Danish 

fertility clinics, Svendsen (2011) explores how notions of “potential” are brought to 

bear on donated embryos. Borrowing from Michael Serres, Svendsen invokes the 

“blank figure” as a central element of an embryo’s potentiality, one that “facilitat[es] 

hope and futurity” (Svendsen 2011:216). Thus, while an embryo itself exists in a 

liminal state, it contains “a power—a potency—to develop into something else” 

(Svendsen 2011:216). Whereas infertility patients envision embryos as future persons 

or stem cell generators, the AEC and Kulanu see in schoolgirls the germination of 

productive community members, narrowly construed according to Kulanu and the 

AEC’s development aims.  

 What I want to emphasize here is that “potential” is never a neutral 

designation. Potential is always “potential for” a particular outcome. The “blank 

figure” is only blank prior to its apprehension as a site of potential, because upon such 

apprehension, it immediately reflects the imaginings of its beholder. Of course, 

neither sponsored schoolgirls nor the Nabagoye community, nor, perhaps, embryos, 

are truly “blank figures,” and herein lies the miscalculation at the crux of Kulanu’s 

interventions. 

 In this section, I analyze the biographies of two of the “progressive” 

schoolgirls – Rachel and Esther - in order to trace the centripetal and centrifugal 

forces that produce and undermine their opportunities for schooling, career, family, 

and personal ambitions. Both Rachel and Esther were, and are, identified by the AEC 

and Kulanu for their intelligence, confidence, and ambition. In 2004, they were 

regularly introduced to Western visitors as examples of the community’s 

“empowered” girls, and both girls have been selected on multiple occasions to 
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represent the Abayudaya Community on Kulanu-sponsored programs in the United 

States.29  

 Taken as a whole, the girls’ positioning as the “smartest” female Abayudaya 

students has reaped great rewards for them, as they are quick to point out. It is likely 

that neither would have received a university education, nor traveled abroad, absent 

the intervention of Kulanu and the AEC. However, a detailed look at their educational 

trajectories reveals periods of thwarted academic and career ambition, subjection to 

verbal threats and physical abuse, and the subordination of their individual desires in 

service of the AEC and Kulanu’s mandates to present a unified and “developing” 

community. 

 When I first met Rachel and Esther in 2004, Rachel was completing her O-

levels at Semei Kakungulu High School while Esther was completing her final year at 

a private primary school in Mbale town. The following year, Rachel left SKHS and 

both she and Esther joined private secondary schools in Mbale, thereby forfeiting 

their Kulanu scholarships. The girls explain that they declined to study at SK because, 

despite a decade of Kulanu funding, the school lacked facilities, classroom resources, 

qualified staff, and basic academic courses, such as science. Rachel and Esther’s 

refusal to attend the Abayudaya high school was interpreted by AEC members as an 

affront, and an abdication of their responsibilities to, “the community.” Reflecting in 

2013, Rachel explains: 

[The AEC] want[s] all students - the smart students and all the students -  to stay, because they 
also have, like, activities, and people, volunteers, come in to teach at the school, at SK. So 
they want all people to be there … They’re always asking ‘Why? Why did you go?’…I think 
[it was] because we were smart. We were smart students and they didn’t want us to leave.30 

 
Rachel identifies the social censure she – and other smart students - faced when 

taking steps to further their educations – educations that they intended to deploy in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 Recently, Kulanu’s newsletter lauded Rachel for her “commitment to her community.” 
30 Interview with Rachel. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
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service to the community, but that could not be achieved by studying at local schools. 

This opprobrium is particularly acute towards smart students because the AEC relies 

upon their presence at SK to demonstrate the “success” of Kulanu’s education 

programming – and the community’s progressive potential - to visiting volunteers. 

Ironically, the AEC strives to make successful students visible to Kulanu volunteers, 

who then, at times, facilitate those students’ withdrawal from community institutions 

by funding their educations elsewhere. While Esther and Rachel were lucky enough to 

access alternate sources of support,31 Kulanu and the AEC’s allocation of fees only to 

SK students ensures that Bayudaya youth of limited means do not receive high quality 

secondary educations. 

 The AEC further sanctioned students who studied outside of SK by 

threatening to withhold Kulanu-sponsored university tuition. This measure applied 

only to promising students, because students who were not promising would likely 

not attend university. Ironically, attendance at SK could itself limit students’ chances 

of gaining university admission. By the time Rachel and Esther were eligible for 

university funding, the above policy had lapsed, and the AEC had instituted other 

measures to manipulate the distribution of university fees and dissolve opportunities 

for the smartest students. 

 When Rachel won acceptance to a university in Kampala, she again appealed 

to the AEC for education funding. Although Kulanu ostensibly provides university 

tuition for “every Bayudaya student,” the AEC interviews prospective students at the 

start of each school term, in order to select scholarship recipients. Students are 

evaluated according to their relationships with community members, involvement in 

community activities, and how likely they are to remain or return to Nabagoye 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Esther’s father provided her fees, while Rachel fundraised directly from Kulanu volunteers. 
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following graduation. If a student is selected to receive tuition, they must sign a 

contract in which they promise to: 1) repay the money should they fail to complete 

university, and; 2) date, marry, and raise a family within the community. This contract 

builds on existing logic regarding collective claims to individual success, but is often 

met with umbrage by young people who attend university in Uganda’s capital and 

desire to maintain their urban existence.32 Even when not enforced, this policy 

codifies the debt that dropouts owe to their former supporters.33 Rachel explains the 

logic of the contracts thusly: 

I think they just encourage everyone, like all of us, like all the students who go to university… 
They just want everyone to come and be in the community. Like to build the community to be 
strong. Like all people to be there and maybe get married and raise children there, like all the 
educated people to be in the community.34 

 
Rachel’s positive rendering of the scholarship selection process obscures its 

construction of educated people as community resources, contractually bound to live 

in Nabagoye for the rest of their lives. While a seemingly laudable goal, the 

imperative to “build the community” is operationalized by the AEC – and, arguably, 

Kulanu – by limiting the mobility of university graduates and circumscribing their 

ability to make choices about marriage and family. These ramifications are 

particularly intense for female students because they are singled out, metaphorically 

and materially, as “the future” of the community, while also being particularly 

vulnerable to school expulsion due to pregnancy. These tensions have been born out 

across Rachel and Esther’s university tenures. In spite of their impressive academic 

credentials, the girls’ scholarship interviews have been fraught, always with regards to 

their romantic relationships. They have been repeatedly threatened with the loss of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 This dynamic is a central tension in the lives of financially successful young Africans. See, for 
example, Newell (2012). 
33 Enforcement of the contracts is spotty, but at least one student has been taken to the police for failure 
to complete his university degree. 
34 Interview with Rachel. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
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financial support due to their reticence to marry within the community, during 

university. 

 In 2008, while in her second year of university, Rachel became unexpectedly 

pregnant with the child of her then-boyfriend, an AEC member’s son. Although 

Rachel did not want to have the child, nor marry the child’s father, Gershom 

threatened to withdraw financial support from Rachel if she did not comply with her 

education contract. She explains her predicament:  

Gershom said ‘If you really want the community to support you, you have to be together, 
married’, something like that. We didn’t decide to get the marriage thing but it was like 
everyone was telling us it is the right thing to do and I was so confused. I didn’t know what to 
do. So when [the director]  talked to me ‘this is the right thing’ and… I had no choice.35  

 
As Rachel describes above, she did not want to get married, but felt unable to resist 

the AEC’s directives. In Susie’s recounting of the director’s speech, he conflates the 

AEC with “the community,” implying that Rachel would be excommunicated from 

Nabagoye Hill and rendered ineligible for Kulanu funding, should she fail to marry 

and birth her child. Because Rachel is an orphan and was then in the custody of her 

elderly grandparents, who were themselves marginal to Bayudaya politics, she did not 

have family to advocate for her interests. And although she regularly received 

assistance from Kulanu volunteers, their support was not enough to cover her 

educational and living expenses. Therefore, Rachel acquiesced to Gershom’s 

demands. She spent the next several years appealing to the AEC for permission to 

divorce her abusive husband; this permission was granted by the Director in 2013.  

 Esther has faced similar obstacles. Although she is progressing well through 

university, Gershom regularly threatens to withhold her tuition because she does not 

appear to be romantically involved with any community members. Esther elaborates 

her experience with scholarship interviews: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 Interview with Rachel. 
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When you’re dating someone who is not Bayudaya [the AEC] threaten you to take away the 
money…They didn’t actually deny me, they were just asking me about if I was dating 
someone. Because I always give them a hard time with that because I’m not dating someone 
and I don’t want to make any plans for marriage right now. So they were worried that I would 
finish school and I would go and get married to a person who is not Bayudaya and not come 
back to the community. I actually have no plans, but if I get someone, like a Jewish someone, 
like, I don’t mind settling there and getting married. But usually someone tells you about it 
when you’re not thinking about it or planning it.36 

 
Esther explains that, although she is not dating anyone at present, she is willing to 

marry within the community, should an amenable situation arise. Her discomfort with 

the scholarship requirements arises from AEC members prioritizing her potential 

marriage arrangements over her academic achievements.  

 It is important to note that other female students have entered into romantic 

relationships with community outsiders without incurring disciplinary measures, 

despite the AEC’s statement that individuals forfeit their identity as Muyudaya 

(Ugandan Jew) if/when they marry outside of the religion.37 For example, the niece of 

an AEC member began living with her Muslim boyfriend, and birthed two children 

with him, during her university tenure. These events went largely unremarked upon 

by the AEC. I suggest that this discrepancy can be explained by Kulanu and AEC 

members’ differential valuing of individual students’ potential. In other words, those 

students who not particularly academically nor socially adept do not figure as 

valuable resources for the AEC and Kulanu, and their biographies are not cultivated 

as carefully as those of Rachel and Esther. 

 When Rachel completed her university degree, she was compelled to return to 

Nabagoye by the stipulations of her education contract. When I interviewed Rachel in 

2013, she had been working for low wages at the Bayudaya community clinic 

(created by Kulanu) for two years. She explained the pressures she faced to return to 

Nabagoye, despite the fact that the community lacked professional opportunities for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36 Interview with Esther. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
37 This decrees applies to both men and women. However, because Ugandan norms dictate that women 
take on their husbands’ tribal affiliation, women’s ethnic identity is much more precarious than men’s. 
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her. 

There are not so many opportunities in the community… You cannot just go and sit there to 
work for the community that has nothing. Like there are not so many things going on - only 
the clinic that needs nurses but it’s also very, very little pay for someone who went to 
university.38 

 
Rachel emphasizes one of the central ironies of Kulanu’s education sponsorship 

program: educated students are required to physically return to Nabagoye upon 

graduation, but the community is bereft of professional opportunities for college 

graduates. Rachel was instructed by the AEC to take a poorly paying job as an 

accountant at the community clinic; thereafter, due to her low wages and lack of 

support from her husband, she remained financially beholden to the AEC in order to 

provide for her daughter. In this way, Kulanu’s and the AEC’s investment in Susie’s 

education and career potential undermined her ability to access opportunities that 

arose as the result of this education.  

 Rachel is aware of – and capitalizes upon - her positioning as one of the 

smartest girls in Nabagoye. Because she is educated, fluent in English, and 

comfortable interacting with American adults, Rachel has become a valuable asset to 

both Kulanu and the AEC. She has traveled to the United States multiple times on 

Kulanu fundraising junkets. She explains why she was chosen to represent the 

Bayudaya: 

[The AEC director] selected me. Because at that time they wanted someone, I think a girl. 
Who could speak English, like I could speak to people. He knew I would be, like, free-
speaking in public or something like that, at that time. Last time I went, I went to Chicago and 
I talked to some people. I was talking about, like, the feeding programme at SK. It’s like a 
Kulanu thing. Because when I went to Chicago, when I talked to people, it was good because 
people, like, they liked me, and the  fundraising went well.39 

  

Rachel clearly apprehends her instrumentality to the AEC and Kulanu. Her self-

presentation skills directly translate into monetary donations to Kulanu, that are then 

funneled through the AEC to, for example, the food program at Semei Kakungulu 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 Interview with Rachel. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
39 Interview with Rachel. Kampala, Uganda, 2013. 
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High School (which, ironically, Rachel herself would not have benefited from). 

Notably, Kulanu requests girls, rather than boys, to fundraise for them, to capitalize 

on the powerful symbolic valence of the empowered third-world girl.  

Conclusion 
 

 Over the past several decades, an untheorized politics of potential has suffused 

international humanitarianism. In regards to Africa, popular discussion mires in 

ideologies of “Afro-pessimism” and “Afro-optimism,” a dichotomy signaling a 

paramount interest in “the future” of African individuals, communities, and nation-

states. Development actors deploy images and ideas of African potentiality to 

mobilize Western donor support, shape governance policies and practices, and justify 

myriad foreign interventions. One might argue that “potential” has become the latest 

resource to be extracted from the continent,40 to be transduced into symbolic and 

material capital by NGOs and international donors, local “brokers,”41 and those who 

harbor said potential within themselves.   

 While Kulanu, the AEC, and students and their families all support the idea of 

education for girls, each party has different expectations for what that education will 

bring. Girls want to become employed and earn a salary, parents hope to advance 

their social standing, the AEC wants women to contribute to community reproduction 

through marriage and motherhood, and both the AEC and Kulanu want to please their 

donors with tangible results of the community’s “development.” All parties operate in 

relation to the ideal of a “strong community,” but, as I have shown in this chapter, 

community and individual development do not always align. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Thanks to Kaushik Sunder Rajan for this insight in his comments on an earlier version of this 
manuscript.  
41 See Merry (2006) for the role of local brokers in international development projects. 
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 Ultimately, it is within the very process of identifying and nurturing the 

“potential” of individual students – and most particularly, female students – that this 

potential becomes circumscribed according to elite interests. As students progress 

through their educations, their existence as “blank figures” becomes less and less 

tenable. They leave the village, start families, and develop new expectations for 

themselves and their futures. As NGO and community investments bear fruit in 

students’ successes, students’ debt to their sponsors accrues apace. Of course, 

education for women is not a bad thing, and Rachel and Esther are grateful for the 

opportunities afforded to them by Kulanu and the AEC. But given that “potential” 

necessarily speaks to the promise of what could be, is it wrong of them to ask for 

more? 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

UNPACKING THE “THREE BOYFRIENDS”: VALUE LOGICS AND 
SEXUAL ECONOMY AT MAKERERE UNIVERSITY 

 

 
Image 6. My informant's shoes rest between those of her sugar daddy.!

 
Introduction 

 At Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda, it is commonly said that female 

students have three boyfriends each: one for marks, one for money, and one for love. 

This phrase has been gaining in popularity over the past decade, coinciding with a 

drastic increase in the number of female students attending MAK and other Ugandan 

universities. While research on transactional sex in Africa has for the most part been 

concerned with “survival sex” or, the exchange of sex for necessities (Luke 2005; 

Nyanzi et al. 2001), more recent scholarship argues that the “pursuit of modernity” - 

as realized through commodity consumption – is an important element in young 

peoples’ sexual exchange (Leclerc-Madlala 2003; see also Cole 2009; Groes-Green 

2014; Hunter 2010; Newell 2009). I suggest that university students pursue a 

particular iteration of modern personhood – that of “educated woman” – in their 

sexual transactions. In a schema that overlaps with the ‘three boyfriends,’ my 
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informants cite “comfort,” “sex,” “publicity,” “money,” and “love” as their most 

salient relationship typologies. In this chapter, I draw from notions of sexual economy 

to analyze the logics of value that animate female students’ sexual engagements. In 

doing so, I untangle the processes of transvaluation by which young women’s 

relationships remit commodities, marks, “publicity,” affective states, and social 

distinction.  

 First, I propose a theoretical framework for interpreting female students’ 

engagements in transactional sex in relation to the imperatives of educated 

womanhood. In Cheney’s (2007) analysis of Uganda primary education, she explains 

that formal education is foremost a process of assuming an “educated identity” rather 

than gaining knowledge or skills. I extend this observation to university education, 

focusing on how cultivation of this identity is  central to university women’s 

experiences. My informants usage of “educated” elides academic learning with 

becoming urban, cosmopolitan, and wealthy, as evidenced primarily by trendy 

“European” dress and commodity consumption. They often contrast “educated” with 

“bush” or “local,” terms that signify rural sensibilities, old-fashioned self-

presentation, ignorance, and poverty. Above all, the truism “educated women are 

expensive”42 shapes students’ calculi regarding the value of romantic relationships. 

Following Jennifer Patico, I understand “value” as “How people perceive, produce, 

and correlate different measures of success, deservedness, and respectability” (Patico 

2008:9). Drawing from literature on value and sexual economy, I will trace the 

production and translation of value(s) in female students’ cultivation of the “three 

boyfriends.” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 Fieldnotes, March 2010. 
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 Second, I discuss popular renditions of campus girls’ three boyfriends. Each 

“boyfriend” signals key developments in Uganda’s education sector and broader 

socio-economic landscape, particularly with regards to gender roles. Uganda’s rapid 

scale-up of schooling for girls has produced the first generation of women with 

academic credentials rivaling those of their male peers. As I argue below, “educated 

woman” is an internally contradictory category that challenges long-held assumptions 

about gender and personhood. I demonstrate how the model of the three boyfriends 

has developed as a way to make sense of the rise of women with university degrees.  

 In doing so, I unpack dilemmas relating to the three boyfriends as experienced 

by my informants; in particular, Sarah, Lillian, and their friends. I highlight how the 

pursuit of a boyfriend “for” any certain thing necessarily frames young women’s 

relationships as instrumental. Indeed, they often speak of their relationships in 

instrumental terms, not least of all by considering their interactions with men as part 

of an overarching “game” that they seek to master. Yet, as the this chapter’s analysis 

reveals, female students’ romantic entanglements are underpinned by the imperatives 

of emerging ideas about educated womanhood. In examining my informants’ 

dilemmas with regards to particular relationships, I consider how sentiment, sexual 

favors, consumer goods, academic credentials, and social distinction are key elements 

in processes of value conversion aimed at the production of educated womanhood. 

 
Sexual economy and value conversion 

 Although Ugandan popular discourse paints contemporary young women’s 

involvement in transactional sex as a departure from “tradition,” scholars of African 

social relations have long noted the centrality of material exchange to the production 

of kinship, especially with regards to marriage and bridewealth (Evans-Pritchard 

1951; Gluckman 1965; Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950). More recently, Mark 
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Hunter has emphasized the “materiality of everyday sex” in South African townships, 

to point to the inextricability of material concerns from the experience of intimacy in 

southern Africa. Hunter coins the term “provider love” to indicate a specific iteration 

of female sentiment – one that is “simultaneously material and meaningful” - forged 

in response to a man’s material support (Hunter 2010:16). Recent scholarship on 

emotion emphasizes the relationship between global economic transformations and 

emerging ideologies and practices of romantic love (Hirsch and Wardlow 2006; 

Padilla et al. 2007; Rebhun 1998; Thomas and Cole 2009). In other words, the global 

proliferation of Western notions of romantic love and companionate marriage reshape 

ideas about proper modes of exchange between romantic partners in settings far 

removed from the origination of such images, such as Kampala. 

 In order to understand processes of value creation and translation in university 

students’ relationships, I take as a starting point Jennifer Cole’s elaboration of “sexual 

economy,” in which “exchange, sex, affect, and power are intimately linked” (Cole 

2010:116). In the analysis at hand, I add “personhood” to the above equation. Several 

theoretical tools are useful here to trace the mechanisms by which students’ 

generation of money, commodities, affective states, and academic marks allows them 

to embody educated womanhood. First, in the sense that formal education functions 

as a process of class differentiation (Bourdieu 1979), Daniel Miller’s “objectification” 

becomes central to the creation of an educated self. Following Hegel’s initial usage of 

the term, Miller defines “objectification” as “a dual process by means of which a 

subject externalizes itself in a creative act of differentiation, and in turn reappropriates 

this externalization through...sublation” (Miller 1987:28). Miller uses this concept to 

describe people’s dialectical relationship with objects, in which material culture 

provides a mean for the production of particular subjectivities. Objectification helps 
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us to understand how the presence of a top-of-the-line Samsung refrigerator in a 

student’s hostel room contributes to the production of the fridge’s owner as an 

educated person.  

 Second, Bourdieu’s (1986) famous elucidation of transvaluation among 

economic, cultural, and social capital provides a framework for interpreting students’ 

participation in Makerere’s sexual economy. Briefly, economic capital (money), can 

be converted into cultural capital (glossed as social status) through the acquisition of 

high-status material goods (via objectification). However, without the dispositions 

crucial to the embodiment of cultural capital, such conversion is incomplete. 

Bourdieu’s observations regarding the limits of formal education to produce cultural 

capital are especially relevant here. In a society where education is as much a 

performance as an attainment of qualifications, students without the ability to perform 

educatedness are less able to transfer their formal qualifications into financial capital. 

Students must therefore invest in social capital (value wrought from personal 

relationships) in order to produce a social architecture that yields material resources, 

professional connections, and opportunities to hone their educated dispositions. 

Finally, I draw from Jennifer Patico’s (2008) assessment of value as an analytic that 

includes, but expands beyond, Bourdieu’s typologies of capital. Patico emphasizes the 

role of personhood  - in terms of respectability, morality, and deservedness - in 

considerations of value. Students’ negotiate the production and conversion of the 

above forms of value via the network of exchange relations that constitutes 

Makerere’s sexual economy. 

The three boyfriends  

 My informants didn’t always have three boyfriends each – some had many 

more. Towards the beginning of my fieldwork, I commented to Sarah about how 
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many men she had doing her bidding, and she replied, “You’ve only met like 10% of 

my boyfriends.” Likewise, when Brenda mentioned to me that her “boyfriend” was 

going to buy her several pairs of jeans, she paused, remembered that I had yet to fully 

understand her use of the term “boyfriend,” and clarified, “He’s not really my 

boyfriend, just one of these men I have around.” While this would seem to suggest the 

veracity of media renditions of university women as, in local slang, “players,” My 

informants were not masterminds “running game” on legions of naïve men, even 

though they at times chose to present themselves as such. Instead, as the below 

dilemmas illustrate, Sarah, Lillian, and their peers grapple with conflicting desires for 

financial security, social advancement, academic achievement, sexual pleasure, and 

romantic love. These choices can only be understood in relation to larger socio-

economic shifts that characterize higher education in contemporary Uganda.  

 
One boyfriend for marks 
 

 
Image 7. Saggy comic strip from the New Vision newspaper. 
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The above image is a scene from a popular comic strip in the New Vision, Uganda’s 

government-owned English daily. This comic is set at Makerere University, and 

features a dean approaching a faculty residence to catch a professor in the act of 

exchanging sex for marks with a student. The dean is stopped by Saggy, the author of 

the comic strip, who tells him that the professor is just training the student for job 

interviews. This comic strip points to perceived ubiquity of what students refer to as  

“sexually transmitted marks”; in other words, the exchange of sexual favors for 

grades. The “one boyfriend for marks” category can refer to either this type of 

relationship or a relationship in which a female student trades sexual favors with a 

male peer in exchange for school work. The underlying premise of both of these 

exchanges is that female students are not smart enough or disciplined enough to do 

their own academic work.43 This comic also indexes the popular sentiment that 

professional women gain employment by sleeping with their bosses. 

 These assumptions are tied to the history of Makerere and Uganda’s education 

system as a whole. Makerere was founded as an all-male institution in 1922 and first 

admitted women in 1945. These early female students were poorly received and were 

subject to dangerous “pranks” by the male students, such as being tricked into eating 

glass. (Mills 2006). However, female students did not make up a significant portion of 

the student body until Museveni’s affirmative action policy in 1990, which added 1.5 

points to female students’ secondary school leaving exams. The affirmative action 

policy gave rise to a general sense among male students that female students win 

admission to Makerere unfairly, and are not equipped for the rigors of a MAK 

education. As female students’ presence on campus grew throughout the 1990s and 

early 2000s, male students expressed their frustration by coining the term “1.5 girl” to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 See Chapter III for further discussion of young women and “discipline.” 
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refer to female students. Male students, such as my informant, Gabriel, assume that 

female students benefit doubly: once from the affirmative action policy, and again 

from male professors’ willingness to exchange sex for marks. In regards to the latter, 

Gabriel laments, “Guys don’t have these benefits.”44  

 In effect, popular thinking about the particular social qualities that adhere to 

women, on the one hand, and educated persons, on the other, renders the “educated 

woman” unintelligible, and thus, threatening. The heart of the contradiction has to do 

with Baganda assessments of “focused” action versus “jumpy” behavior. Throughout 

my fieldwork, people of all walks of life spoke disparagingly of others – usually poor, 

rural, uneducated and/or female others – who conducted themselves in an aimless, 

hurried, or unrestrained manner. Women were, and are, believed to be “jumpy” in 

thought and action.45 Conversely, the valorized qualities of “focus” and directed, 

“step-by-step” action are thought to be the inherent province of educated men. The 

recent evolution of a visible mass of formally educated women has forced the 

meaning of “educated” to extend beyond its original gendered connotations. This 

extension is fraught because it troubles not just long-held understandings about the 

inherent nature of men and women, but because it disrupts larger social cosmologies 

that contrast the gendered female properties of poor/rural/ “local”/childlike/ignorant 

with the gendered male properties of affluent/urban/educated/cosmopolitan/mature.   

 The gendered dichotomy of “jumpy” and “focused” is deeply felt by 

university students. They repeatedly told me that “educated” people differ from the 

uneducated in their thought patterns and comportment. Educated people are said to 

walk in a purposeful manner, while the uneducated “move up and down.” I once came 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44!Gabriel’s assessment overlooks the systems of patronage by which both male and female students 
finagle admission (and government scholarships) to Makerere, and the common practice of students of 
both genders paying their peers for coursework, as well as paying their professors for marks.!
45 Fieldnotes April 2011. 
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across one of my informants walking around campus with a copy of the Ugandan 

Constitution. I asked her if she was studying the Constitution, and she sheepishly 

explained that she was carrying the book for the sole purpose of appearing “focused” 

rather than aimless. This is but one example of the work that female students 

continuously perform in order to cultivate educatedness in their speech, movement, 

dress, and consumption. Female students (as well as ethnic minority students and 

students from impoverished areas) must exert extra effort in this performance because 

their status as “educated” is fundamentally incongruous with their gender, regardless 

of their academic credentials.  

 As mentioned above, the “boyfriend for marks” can refer to both male 

classmates and professors. But these two categories are valued along differential axes. 

Many of my female informants had male peers whom they relied upon to produce 

their coursework. Sarah referred to one such peer as her “course boyfriend.” He often 

hung around Sarah’s apartment (rented for her by her “boyfriend for money”) in the 

hopes that, having delivered Sarah’s coursework, she would reward him with 

romantic attention. Instead, she gave him money. In her words, “I would buy him 

supper. I would give him transport to go home. Then I was like, ‘Oh my god, I’m not 

your mother anymore.’ I gave up.” Sarah dismissed him as “kiddish” due to his 

incessant attention and lack of savvy in their exchanges. In other words, his inability 

to manage his own entrée into the sexual economy revealed an immaturity 

incongruent with expectations for educated manhood. As this example demonstrates, 

given the intensely performative nature of “educated” personhood that is all but 

divorced from academic achievement, having a boyfriend “for marks” does not 

diminish one’s status as “educated.” Rather, it bolsters this status because it 

demonstrates another hallmark of adulthood – the ability to direct the action of others.  
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 On the other hand, procuring sexually-transmitted marks from professors, as 

represented in the above Saggy comic, was an undertaking fraught with 

ambivalence.46 Makerere’s Gender Mainstreaming Directorate instituted a Sexual 

Harassment Policy in 2010, in an attempt to stem the tide of male professors coercing 

female students into sex. However, my informants were unaware of this policy and, 

although almost all had experienced some degree of sexual harassment from their 

professors (I witnessed some of these encounters), none reported these incidents to the 

university administration.  

Image 8. An anti-sexual harassment poster hangs in a low-traffic hallway in a campus building.!

 

My informants largely experienced professors’ advances as unwelcome due to 

the inherent power differential in such overtures. When one student acquiesced to a 

professor’s sexual demands, she explained, “There is a lot of pressure from home to 

graduate on time. So when a professor threatens you, you can’t refuse.” Unlike their 

management of peer boyfriends for marks, female students found themselves reduced 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 See Hellstrom and Bocast (2013) for male students’ ambivalence towards professors’ financial 
coercion. In some cases, male students acknowledge that the possibility of paying money for marks 
provides them with a backup plan in case of failing grades.  
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to a childlike status when faced with ultimatums from their professors; this 

undermined their sense of themselves as educated. In another example, Grace 

recounted a time when her professor went to great lengths in his attempts to procure 

sex from her. He threatened to fail her entire group on their final project, should she 

not meet with him alone in a hotel room. Grace had the wherewithal to audiotape this 

conversation and effectively blackmailed the professor into delivering the group’s 

earned marks. Grace explained, “I can trade my body for some things, but not for 

marks. If I trade for marks, my degree would be worthless.” Grace’s assessment of 

different modes of sexual exchange – trading her body for money versus trading her 

body for marks – points to the nuanced calculations that students make regarding 

value production in the sexual economy.  

 

One boyfriend for love 
 

Image 9. A page from a campus magazine about gender. 
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The above image is a page from an internal Makerere publication about 

gender issues on campus. The stock photo of the smiling couple accompanies an 

article written by a male student titled “Wooing chicks with style.” This article is part 

of an explosion of public imagery of romantic love. While the experience of romantic 

love in Uganda is not new, public discourse pairing romantic love and monogamous 

marriage is a relatively recent development. Two changes in Uganda’s public sphere 

directly led to the current proliferation of images of romantic love, such as the above 

article. First, during the early nineties, Museveni welcomed international AIDS NGOs 

into Uganda, and these NGOs introduced public discussion of sexuality in the form of 

HIV awareness campaigns (Parikh 2007). “Faithfulness,” sometimes interpreted as 

monogamy, has been a central plank in Uganda’s HIV prevention efforts since their 

inception. Second, Museveni’s media liberalization vastly increased Ugandans’ 

exposure to international media forms, many of which showcase the Western ideal of 

romantic partnership. Alongside images of romantic love in Western media, Ugandan 

media is now saturated with features such as relationship advice columns, radio call-

ins shows, and music videos showcasing young couples. Female students’ hostel 

rooms display tableaus of Hallmark-esque romantic iconography such as roses, 

ceramic hearts, and teddy bears imprinted with the words, “I love you.” To some 

female students, then, romantic love is tied to the images of companionate marriage 

promoted by NGOs as central to healthy, modern families that practice gender equity. 

As one student explained to me, “When I fall in love, my husband and I will be equal. 

Because we will both have our educations.” Note that this statement is in the future 

tense, and this interlocutor had yet to test her prediction.  

 At the same time, images of modern love in Uganda are intertwined with 

discourses of consumerism, and for the current generation of young people, the 
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experience of romantic love is inseparable from its commodity expression (Mills and 

Ssewakiryanga 2005). This is evident in popular expressions such as “no money, no 

love,” and “something for something love.” My informants, unlike the student quoted 

above, speak of “love” as something old-fashioned that can’t be sustained in their 

urban, modern, consumption-driven lives. Whether or not my informants actually 

experience something called “love” is not the question here. University women’s talk 

and actions with regards to particular men displayed elements that align with a 

definition of love as a physiological, emotional state. Yet, they also elaborated a 

discursive rejection of romantic love as part of their cultivation of educated identities 

– this permutation of educated womanhood hinges on conspicuous consumption and 

financial and personal independence, not equal partnership in marriage.  

 Despite my informants’ eager consumption of media featuring romantic 

themes and imagery, their stance towards romantic love flies in the face of the “love 

will conquer all” philosophy so popular in Western romances. This opposition 

became clear to me one afternoon as we watched “The Seat-Filler,” an American 

romantic comedy starring Kelly Rowlands. Rowlands plays a movie star who falls in 

love with a working-class man employed as a “seat-filler” for awards shows. In one of 

the final scenes, the “seat-filler” takes the movie star to a movie in a low-rent “ghetto” 

theater. In this setting, the uptight celebrity begins to relax and enjoys laughing out 

loud and yelling at the screen like the other audience members. While this scene 

conveys American valuation of populism and unpretentiousness, one of Sarah’s 

friend’s tisked her tongue and declared, “I would never let a poor man take me to a 

[weird] place like that.” Her friends murmured their agreement. The film’s heavy-

handed paean to romantic love was interpreted by my informants as a cautionary tale 

against dating a man below one’s social station. They informed me that Western 
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movies, although enjoyable and entertaining, propagate lies abut the existence of love. 

These critiques arise from their experiences with boyfriends “for love,” such as 

Lillian’s relationship with her boyfriend, Sam, to which I now turn.  

 Lillian received a government scholarship to attend Makerere, a sign of her 

academic success in secondary school. This was a particularly notable achievement 

because Lillian comes from one of the most impoverished areas in Uganda, where 

most young people do not attend school at all. Her parents are relatively wealthy and 

sent Lillian to a prestigious boarding school in central Kampala. At Makerere, she 

remained one of the most studious members of her class, and would push her friends 

to attend to their studies. She was the only member of the group to pursue a boyfriend 

“for love,” and the others constantly tried to talk her out of it. Their contention – 

borne out in Lillian’s relationship – was that falling in love makes one vulnerable to 

heartbreak, and has little else to offer. Despite their warnings, Lillian struggled to 

sustain her relationship with her boyfriend, Sam, for the entire two years of my 

fieldwork. Sam was a few years older than Lillian and worked as a part-time model. 

Lillian often gave him money, even though she was a student without income. Their 

relationship was characterized by deceit on behalf of both parties, arguments and 

antagonism relating to those deceits, and Lillian’s frequent feelings of disappointment 

and sadness in the wake of Sam’s blatant infidelities. At the same time, Lillian carried 

on relationships with multiple other suitors, including two married men (each of 

whom had children in wedlock). This was not the result of hypocrisy or moral failing 

on behalf of Sam or Lillian; but rather, a manifestation of the “structural distrust” 
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(Hunter 2010) that has characterized male/female relationships in sub-Saharan Africa 

for decades.47  

 Below, Lillian recounts the aftermath of one incident in which she caught Sam 

cheating on her with another woman. 

Brooke, I couldn’t help it. Tears just came out of my eyes. I was like ‘Why is this guy really 
doing this to me?’ Seriously, all my friends are hating Sam because of what he does to me, but 
I’ve kept hanging in there. So what am I not doing? I’m doing my best as a girl. I’ve given 
this guy my whole, as in, really there’s nothing I’m not doing. I went to my friend’s [room].     
I was crying. ‘Lillian we told you!’ Everyone keeps telling me that. ‘Lillian we told you!’ I’m 
like ‘You guys, it’s love.’ I really love this guy. It’s real, it’s not pretend. It’s not lust. I don’t 
know. So they told me ‘What are you thinking? What are you going to do?’ I’m like ‘I just 
have to call it off because it’s too much,’ and we broke up. I got so pissed. I got so pissed.        
I was like, ‘You know what Sam? It’s too much. First of all, you have not even apologized for 
hanging out with this chick and all that. And secondly, you’re not telling me the truth that 
you’re seeing someone else. So what do you want me to do?’ We broke up but, you know,       
I don’t know. After some time, like a month, because we’re still communicating, he asked for 
a second chance. As usual, I gave it to him.48 

 
I once asked Lillian if she thought that Sam loved her back. 
!

Yeah, he does. He says it sometimes. And he really says, ‘Lillian, I love you. I mean, what I 
feel about you is not what I feel about these chicks I keep meeting.’ Ok, to him he takes me 
like I’m his real  girlfriend because I’m patient with him, I understand him, I know him better 
than other girls. I know Sam’s family. I know Sam’s background. I know even if he lied to 
some other chick that he does this, I know what he does. He didn’t have enough money. He’s 
still young. I know his home and it’s rare for him to take girls to his home. So sometimes it 
also makes me feel that there is the way he treats me compared to these other girls maybe he 
meets in the night and, you know. And that puts me in another  status. You get it?49  

 

When Lillian explains that Sam loves her, she emphasizes her patience in the 

face of his infidelity. Lillian is willing to allow her boyfriend to carry on affairs, as 

long as she is his “real girlfriend.” This is a hallmark of respectable womanhood 

according to the standards of ekiitibwa. It’s also one of the qualities that Sarah, 

Martha, and Alice reject, as we shall see in the following pages. But Lillian’s 

deference to the norms of respectable womanhood – giving her all to her boyfriend, 

being patient and understanding, doing all she can “as a girl” – do not yield the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47 See Ferguson (1999) for a similar analysis of antagonism in male-female relationships in 1970s 
urban Zambia. 
48 Interview with Lillian, October 2011. 
49 Interview with Lillian, October 2011. 
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desired result. On another occasion, Lillian expressed doubts about Sam’s sentiment 

towards her.  

[My friends] ask me ‘does he love you?’ I tell them ‘Yes,’ yet inside there I’m not sure. I’ve 
failed to  know. I can’t tell Brooke. I can’t tell whether he loves me, but for all this time, I 
really don’t know. People think I’m looking into this guy and I want him as a husband, to 
settle with him in the future. That’s what everyone thinks, because the way I talk about it’s 
like he’s really my fiancé and he’s going to be my husband. That’s what I wanted of him. But 
I’ve failed to make him want [the same].50 

 
Despite her best efforts, Lillian is up against great odds in trying to get Sam to 

“settle down.” These odds are not just interpersonal. As elucidated in the Introduction, 

sexual relationships in Buganda have never been monogamous or permanent. 

Polygamy has long been the norm, whether formal, or, as in the contemporary 

context, informal. Shanti Parikh (2007) notes that, within Uganda, federal law, highly 

influential Christian churches, and NGO campaigns that promote monogamous 

marriage as a moral and health imperative have served only to increase secrecy and 

suspicion among sexual partners. Thus, while many people claim to aspire to 

companionate marriage, larger historical forces, entrenched gender ideologies, labor 

patterns, and kinship structures do not support this type of arrangement. Several of my 

informants commented to me that they admired their parents’ generation, because 

during that time, a woman would know her co-wives, while today, men carry on 

affairs in secret. Certainly there has always been marital discord – the prevalence of 

divorce amongst my informants’ parents is testament to this – but as Alice and Martha 

describe below, they believe that love was possible only in the past.  

 While my informants (other than Lillian) are quite certain that romantic love is 

currently non-existent, or at the very least, unattainable, they are equally confident in 

the fact that love flourished in their parents’ and grandparents’ time. Alice and Martha 

explain their reasoning in this regard: 

 Martha: No honestly eh, there is no true love. One of these days… 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 Interview with Lillian, October 2011. 
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 Alice: Love doesn’t exist. It’s just have fun, be happy. 
Martha: Love no longer exists. Because if love existed, eh, we would still be with our first 
guys, isn’t it?  
Alice: So if you were really in love it would be up to now. You grow old in love with him 
even if he goes, because that is love.  

 Martha: That is love. If you notice, those days people would, like they would meet… 
 Alice: Like our mothers. 

Martha: Yeah our parents or our grannies. You see, they would meet and you know grow old 
together. 

 Alice: Now let me tell you the real story. My mother got married when she was thirteen… 
 Martha: But now can you find that? It’s no longer there. 

Alice: Let me tell you, my mother got married when she was thirteen. My father was older 
than her by five years. Now on getting married at thirteen, she’s not supposed to have sex for 
all those years so  she, she started having sex at…I mean she started producing [children] at 
sixteen. And they stayed for forty years together. He died. My dad died. 

 Martha: But they were still together. 
Alice: But they were still together. Now, up to now, do you know what she feels, my mother? 
She feels ‘I wish your father was still alive because he used to support me. There are things I 
don’t want to do, he used to do it for me. He used to run errands for me.’ She feels lonely. 
 Martha: Now that is love, you see, because they met and they were together. But now if 
you’ve noticed even people who wed in church nowadays end up breaking. Like they can stay 
together for two, three, five years, they break up. So, me, I don’t think love exists anymore. 
Alice: The last thing my father told me was ‘You know what my daughter? Nowadays love 
doesn’t exist. Children of nowadays’…He told me that one time when he came to Kampala. 
He was like ‘Alice you are young, you think you are in love but you’re not in love’. That’s 
what he told me. ‘Nowadays just people just go their ways.’ 

 
In the above conversation, Martha and Alice conclude that “love” existed for their 

parents’ and grandparents’ generation, but not for them. They draw this conclusion 

based upon an idea of love as defined by longevity; in other words, if a relationship 

ends, it must not have been based on love. Alice offers her parents’ 40-year-long 

marriage as proof of the love that used to exist in East Africa (her parents are South 

Sudanese). In this exchange, Martha and Alice seem to forget that Martha’s parents 

are divorced and now date other people. Alice’s father agreed with the girls that 

‘nowadays, love doesn’t exist.’ Thus, the idea that love used to exist, but has ceased 

to exist only in the present generation, is an ideology shared by young people as well 

as their parents (and grandparents), despite evidence that long-term, monogamous 

relationships have never prevailed in Uganda. This misrecognition can be interpreted 

as nostalgia for something that never was, but that currently circulates as a modern 

(and moral) ideal. 
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 Students’ differing stances towards romantic love index the divergent 

ideologies about love that circulate in Kampala’s public sphere. On one hand, 

romantic love and companionate marriage are espoused as elements of an educated, 

middle-class lifestyle. Lillian invests in a love relationship in which she 

simultaneously troubles gendered norms by financially providing for Sam (this is 

something that educated women are often derided for), while appealing to long-

standing notions about the exercise of ekitiibwa within sexual partnerships. She 

desires a companionate marriage, but finds it impossible to achieve, not least of all 

due to her own ongoing affairs with married men; both practices are driven by the 

conflicting imperatives of educated womanhood. By contrast, Martha, Alice, and 

Alice’s father insist that romantic love is a relic of the (imagined) past wherein people 

stayed committed to their very first suitor. Because they believe that modern love, if it 

exists at all, is fleeting, they further insist that, “You cannot eat love. And anyways, 

when the love goes, at least you should be left with the money.” Here money emerges 

as a stable, dependable source of value, in opposition to the precarity of sentiment. 

This paradox is, in part, explained below, by considering how their valuation of 

financial and cultural capital – of the sort that ensures an educated identity - trumps 

their desire for particular affective states. As a result, my informants simultaneously 

idealize and undermine the possibility of relationships “for love.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



! 70!

One boyfriend for money 
 

Image 10. A telecom billboard in Wandegeya. 
 
 The above image presents a telecom billboard directly outside of Makerere 

campus. In this advertisement, a woman sits smiling at one end of a restaurant table, 

with copious amounts of food before her. On the other side of the table, a man sits 

with an almost empty plate, staring at the bill in dismay. The woman has, quite 

literally, “eaten” his money. This image exemplifies discourse surrounding the 

“boyfriend for money.” 

 Since the advent of Museveni’s privatization reforms, Ugandans have been 

exposed to an ever-widening array of international media and commodities. At the 

same time, Uganda’s reduction in state subsidies and services - of which Makerere’s 

privatization is but one example – has increased economic stratification and 

destabilized students’ future job prospects. Female students face a set of particularly 

paradoxical dynamics because they have higher costs of living but have less access to 
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capital relative to their male peers (Gender Mainstreaming Department 2010). The 

university does not provide enough housing for female students, so the majority stay 

in expensive private hostels. Besides the higher rent, living off campus comes with 

other associated costs, such as transport. Thus, many female students acquire “sugar 

daddies” to both assist with daily living costs and to obtain coveted luxury items.51 

 The term “sugar daddy” became popular in Uganda in the 1990s and is most 

often used to describe young women’s relationships with older, usually married, 

businessmen. Relationships in which women trade sexual favors for material gain 

have a long and varied history in Uganda, as discussed in the Introduction, but the 

current sugar daddy phenomenon is distinct for two reasons. First, Kampalan 

businessmen target Makerere University students due to their elite status, which in 

turn bolsters the sugar daddy’s reputation amongst his peers.52 The second distinct 

factor is the nature of the goods being proffered in exchange for sex. Urban middle-

class university students are most interested in receiving luxury items such as 

designer purses and shoes, drinks at upscale clubs, and expensive outings. While 

conspicuous consumption is an established mode of social distinction in Uganda, it is 

gaining new significance in the post-structural adjustment context where material 

consumption is central to class mobility and the performance of educated 

womanhood.  

 Ideas about the proper relationship between personal productivity and 

financial wealth have gone through multiple permutations throughout Uganda’s 

history. The most durable sentiment in this regard derives from Uganda’s 

overwhelmingly agricultural economy, in which the relationship between individual 

effort and profit is visible to all. One significant deviation from this norm arose during 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 In Chapter I, I discuss female students who pursue income sources other than boyfriends for money.  
52 See Parikh (2009) on the role of mistresses in male reputation-building in Uganda. 
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the rule of Idi Amin (1971-1979). Amin’s economic policies gave rise to a pervasive 

black market, termed the magendo economy. During the magendo time, some 

individuals amassed massive amounts of wealth through smuggling and illegal 

import/export schemes, while others lapsed into starvation-level poverty.53 Those who 

profited from the magendo economy were morally suspect; echoes of this suspicion 

exist with regards to contemporary business success.  

 While Museveni’s NRM administration stabilized the country’s economy via 

structural adjustment in the late 1980s, these same policies have produced new 

permutations of income inequality. The vast and seemingly sudden disparities in 

monetary wealth have given rise to speculation about supernatural intervention. 

Ugandans often state that buried beneath Kampala’s shiny new hotels and high-rise 

office buildings lay the bodies of children sacrificed to produce the wealth that 

resulted in the construction of this inscrutable – and to most of the population, 

unimpenetrable - architecture. Those seeking to capitalize on new opportunities for 

wealth – and willing to disregard the moral imperative of “step-by-step” action – 

populate Kampala’s newly ubiquitous casinos and sports-betting establishments, as 

well as Pentecostal churches preaching the “prosperity gospel.” These developments 

are not without critique: Ugandans lament that their countrymen “love money too 

much”54 and will go to inappropriate lengths to get it.  

 At the same time, a parallel discourse asserts the life-giving properties of 

money. The most popular form of public transport, minibuses called matatus, sport 

slogans such as “mo’ money, mo’ life,” and “munene munene/big is big,” a lyric from 

a popular rap song that extols the rapper’s status and wealth. This idealization of 

money is further captured in the popular saying, “You can cry in Katanga or you can 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 See Musisi (1995) for description of the magendo economy. 
54 Fieldnotes Septmeber 2011. 
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cry in Muyenga.” Katanga is a slum neighborhood adjacent to Makerere (where many 

student hostels are located), and Muyenga is an expensive suburb on the other side of 

Kampala. The implication of the quote is that life will eventually make you unhappy; 

therefore, it’s better to be unhappy and rich than unhappy and poor. 

Sarah explains how these contradictory ideologies about wealth and deservedness 

play out in her and Lillian’s reckonings about their sexual relationships:  

Yeah, you know, Lillian liked [Sam] because [she thinks that] he’s great. He’s handsome. He 
has a nice body and the guy is broke. Just there, she just had a crush on him, and Sam would 
be like ‘I’m not going out. I’m broke’ then Lillian would send him money. But now here these 
big, big guys they can’t ask you for money. They will give you money but always expecting 
you to give them sex. When you don’t give them sex they will stop giving you money, so if 
you are really into making money, sacrifice your pussy.55  

 
Unlike Lillian, Sarah aligns herself with those who are “into making money.” At the 

time of my fieldwork, Sarah was a senior in Development Studies, with plans to work 

for an NGO upon graduation. Her senior internship was at an NGO in a modern office 

building in a posh Kampala suburb, the sort of office where she would like to work in 

the future. But every time I visited her there, she was surfing the web for clothing and 

beach resorts that she hoped to convince her boyfriends to take her to. A Kenyan 

national, she had chosen to attend Makerere for its region-wide reputation and the 

prestige that a Makerere degree could lend to her CV. Her parents are both pastors 

and own land in rural Kenya and keep an apartment in Nairobi. She has two older 

brother who attended Kenyan universities and are currently job hunting. Sarah 

identifies as a Born-Again Christian, but does not engage in formal religious practice, 

outside of signing (and not abiding by) the occasional abstinence pledge at a local 

Pentecostal Church. She does, however, reject the idea of dating white men, because 

they are not “G-d-fearing.” She had several regular boyfriends in their thirties who 

took us on outings, bought her things, and chauffeured us around town. Her parents 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
55 Interview with Sarah. 
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paid for her room in a private off-campus hostel, but she also had, at various times, 

houses rented for her by different men. She would come to my hostel room after a day 

of shopping at the downtown arcades, and display multiple pairs of bright, shiny, 

four-inch heels, spandex pants, and cleavage enhancing tops. Sarah once called me in 

the middle of a police siege on campus, during which my hostel was being teargassed, 

to ask if she could borrow a red belt. She described her socio-economic status as, “I 

live a comfortable life. I’m a middle-class.” The maintenance of this comfortable life 

was a driving factor in Sarah’s relationships, as she describes below:  

Sarah: You get attached to a man for many reasons. Some chicks want to be with a man for 
comfort. You know comfort? Like he provides for you. He has a house. He has money. He 
can take  you shopping. Comfortable life. Others like a guy for what? Looks. The guy might be 
looking  hot, very nice looking for publicity. You can feel like, ‘Whoo, I’m with this hot 
dude,’ but maybe he’s even spending your money, you get? Other like guys for other reasons 
but those are the two major reasons I see girls stick onto a guy. 

 Brooke: Looks and comfort. What about love? 
Sarah: Oh yeah, love is the third and final. The least. You find like 1% of girls are with a guy 
because  they love him. Me, personally, I’m…the guy I love, I’m not with him. 

 Brooke: Edward? 
Sarah: No, you know why I like [Edward]? For publicity. I like being out with him and he’s 
company. He’s interesting. 

 Brooke: And Paul you like for? 
Sarah: Maybe because he ‘houses’ us for drinks, you know. He’s very generous, yeah. It’s not 
looks, it’s not love, you get, so what is the other reason? Comfort. 

 Brooke: Which is the one you love? 
Sarah: You don’t know him. Yeah, but he’s not now in my category. He’s not handsome. It’s 
my ex. He’s not handsome. He’s not rich. So I just love him but I can’t be with him. 

 Brooke: Why can’t you be with him? 
 Sarah: I don’t know. He’s not my type really. He’s too ugly (laughs). 
 Brooke: But you love him. 

Sarah: Yeah, but I can’t be with him. I won’t feel acceptable in the society. I will feel, you 
know. You know someone you don’t feel comfortable walking with?56  

 
Sarah delineates several key elements of university women’s romantic relationships. 

First, the financial element of a man providing a comfortable life with money, a 

house, etc.; second, the comfort that one feels by having a partner who meets or 

exceeds one’s own social “category,” such that you can move about in public in a way 

that enhances your reputation as a modern urban woman. This is tied to idea of  

“publicity,” or “being know,” and refers to students’ cultivation of social and cultural 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56 Interview with Sarah. 
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capital through interpersonal relationships and reputation-building that I elaborate in 

Sex and Sensitization. In Sarah’s estimation, the value of conspicuous consumption – 

made possible by boyfriends for money and shown off with boyfriends for publicity – 

trump sentiment in the sexual economy. This allows her to embody the prevailing 

notion that “educated women are expensive.” 

 When I asked Sarah to elaborate on her desired lifestyle, she responded, “I 

want a good life. Everyone wants a good life with comfort and everything I ever 

wanted. I want to drive so soon, my own car. I don’t want to depend on any man, you 

know, but still like right now what I need most, I need a man.” In fact, Paul did end 

up buying Sarah her own car, and paid for her to take lessons so that she could learn 

how to drive. While Sarah’s last sentence appears to be internally contradictory (“I 

don’t want to depend on any man/what I need most, I need a man”), this statement 

reveals much about her relationship with Paul, and about girls’ logic regarding their 

boyfriends “for money.” Sarah wants to achieve an educated, middle-class lifestyle, 

and her sugar daddy is an instrument for the conversion of financial capital into 

cultural distinction. At the same time, she pursues a state of educatedness that 

emphasizes independence from men. In fact, Sarah was lauded by her friends for her 

success at this mode of directed action. Reflecting on one of Sarah’s “new catches” 

(i.e. boyfriends) whom Sarah had pursued for some time, Lillian once exclaimed, 

“Sarah is focused! She sets goals and then achieves them! She is smart!” 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have explained the emergence and contours of popular 

discourse surrounding campus girls “three boyfriends.” Although the “three 

boyfriends” is a rigid classificatory schemes, elements of the “three boyfriends” are 

borne out in my informants’ relationships. I explored how students manage dilemmas 
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relating to the “three boyfriends” and the ways in which their strategies are 

conditioned by the socio-economic and institutional dynamics of contemporary 

student life at Makerere University. Ultimately, I demonstrate that my informants 

engage in transactional sex as part of a self-making process that incorporates 

commodity consumption, public performance of “educated” dispositions, and sexual 

economic negotiations. I suggest that the commodities that women obtain through 

sexual transactions are valued not just for their economic worth, but for their 

embodiment of women’s skill at “the game.” Sarah’s acquisition of consumer goods 

increases her cultural capital via objectification, but also by indexing the social labor 

she performs – valorized by Lillian for its focused and goal-driven nature – as part of 

her performance of educated womanhood. In the next chapter, I elaborate this social 

labor as a form of “dependency work” that is central to the establishment of students’ 

social capital through sexual economic networks. 
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CHAPTER 4  

 
DECLARATIONS OF PROMISCUITY: ‘HOUSING,’ AUTONOMY, AND 

URBAN FEMALE FRIENDSHIP IN UGANDA 
!
!

A man is a man only when he owns a home. 
A real woman keeps an organized home. 

Home insurance billboards, Kampala. 
 

Akezimbira tekabakato/She has built her own house 
Colloquial translation: “She is very bad.” 

 
 
 ‘Housing’  
 
 It is Friday night, and Sarah, Martha, and Alice are scheming. We lounge at an 

outdoor bar frequented by members of Kampala’s middle class,57 while the young 

women place phone calls to various suitors, looking for someone to “house” us for the 

night. What does “house” mean? I once inquired, and Sarah explained:  

It’s like you take care of someone like for a night. Take care of someone’s bills, completely. 
Like when you’re housing me, like, it means everything on you. Like especially if we are 
going out for dinner or drinks, what, what. ‘I’m housing you’ means I’m taking care of all the 
bills.58  

 
‘Housing’ is necessary for a successful evening out. The girls often consume multiple 

bottles of Johnnie Walker (preferably Red Label) between them, and buying one’s 

own drinks is seen as uncouth among their peers. Further, they tend to dance until 

early morning, at which point they must find a physical house to crash in, because 

their university hostels lock the gates at midnight. Sarah, Martha, and Alice come 

from affluent families, receive allowances from their parents, and hold coveted 

internships; in other words, for them, being ‘housed’ is a social imperative rather than 

a financial necessity.  

 Housing is a recurrent motif in Ugandan media and young people’s 

conversations. A scene in the popular television drama, The Hostel, which chronicles 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 Locally termed “working class,” to refer to white-collar workers. 
58 Interview with Sarah. 
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the goings-on at a university hostel, displayed the archetypical housing experience: a 

man shows up to a bar for what he thinks will be a one-on-one date with a college 

student, only to have her arrive with ten of her closest friends. The scene is played for 

laughs – the audience is meant to empathize with the man whom must now ‘house’ 

the entire gang, at a far greater expense than he anticipated. Here, and in practice, 

‘housing’ is closely aligned with ‘detoothing’ (okukuulya). Okukuulya literally means 

‘to extract,’ and the slang term refers to women’s attempts to procure financial 

resources from men without providing reciprocal sexual favors.59 ‘Housing’ is just 

one set of dynamics present in the various “boyfriend” relationships that my 

informants participate in (as I emphasize in Chapter II), and similar to detoothing, is 

notable for the women’s stated lack of sentiment towards the men involved. The 

Hostel portrayal of ‘housing’ relies upon a shared recognition of campus women as 

mercenary, conniving, and dangerously in cahoots with each other. Here, I’d like to 

propose an alternate reading: I suggest that this scene presents a young woman who is 

cultivating autonomy according to a logic of independence through multiple 

dependencies. 

 In this chapter, I analyze the relations of exchange that simultaneously 

constitute sugar daddy60 relationships and female friendships in Uganda’s urban 

centers. In doing so, I accomplish two major tasks: First, I demonstrate how the 

practice of ‘housing’ creates new spaces for female friendship and thereby fosters 

novel forms of urban sociality. While sugar daddyism functions according to a logic 

of asymmetrical exchange, such relationships animate horizontal, or “generalized”61 

reciprocity within female peer groups. By attending to these “situational elements of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59 Similar metaphors proliferate across sub-Saharan Africa. See, for example, Smith (2000) on women 
as “razor blades” who “bleed” their male partners.  
60!My informants use the terms “sugar daddy” and “boyfriend” interchangeably, and I do the same in 
this dissertation.!
61 See Sahlins (1974) on generalized reciprocity. 
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friendship” (Suttles 1970) my analysis sheds light on larger forces of continuity and 

change in Ugandan social relations.62 

 Second, I argue that my informants cultivate multiple ties of dependency with 

sugar daddies – as well as with each other – in order to eke out avenues for 

autonomous action in the interstices of their social networks. By cultivating partial 

dependence on many men, they avoid complete dependence on any one man. They 

discursively cast friendship as a liberatory space opposed to the obligations of sexual 

relationships. At the same time, ‘housing’ practices deepen interdependency within 

peers groups. I propose the term “dependency work” to highlight the productive 

aspects of my informants’ social labor, and to emphasize the dynamic, generative 

potential of dependency relations.  

 
‘Town women’ and the problem of female autonomy 
 
 From pre-colonial times through the present, Baganda ideals of “proper 

womanhood” derive from a tripartite formula of marriage, child bearing, and the 

embodiment of ekitiibwa, which is a mode of decorum that prescribes subservience 

for women (Davis 2000; Musisi 1992, 2001; Ogden 1996). Kyomuhendo and 

McIntosh (2009) elaborate the evolution of the “domestic virtue model” in Central 

Uganda, in which women’s public subservience to men remains of utmost 

importance. Despite the overwhelming power and durability of this ideal, it has 

always been unstable. For example, in pre-colonial Buganda, there existed two formal 

categories of independent women: the banakyeombekedde, who established their own 

households without the assistance of men, and the bakireresewere, who moved from 

place to place, relying on a succession of male partners to support them. Women who 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62 See also Santos-Granero (2007) and Kulick and Desai (2013) for analyses of contextual elements of 
friendships.  
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fell into these categories were stigmatized according to their degree of financial 

independence from men, and the extent to which their sexuality remained outside the 

control of male kin and husbands. 

 In conjunction with Kampala’s establishment as Uganda’s capitol city in 1962, 

a new category of independent women emerged to refer to women who migrated to 

Kampala to provide domestic labor for the city’s male inhabitants: abakazi be tawuni, 

literally, “town women.” Town women comprised elements of both sorts of rural free 

women, and were often engaged in multiple sexual relationships for financial reasons, 

prompting a “moral panic” over urban prostitution (Mandeville 1979). Colonial 

authorities, in collusion with the Anglican Church and the Buganda kingdom, 

imposed legal and social restrictions on urban women’s freedoms of movement and 

association. Town women were derided for immorality, instability, and 

unpredictability due to their “single” status (Davis 2000). Notably for our discussion, 

historians note that town women were dismissed with the characterization, “what she 

likes is what she does,” (Ogden 1996) indicating an entrenched discomfort with 

women’s self-directed action. In fact, a key element of early permutations of the 

domestic virtue model is that women were meant to abstain from decision-making 

(Kyomuhendo and McIntosh 2006). 

 Historical continuities between my informants’ practices and those of their 

predecessors are clear. However, contemporary demographic and political-economic 

trends shape my informants’ subjectivities in distinctive ways. In Chapter II, I argued 

that Uganda’s massification of higher education in the early 1990s, and in particular, 

the gendered affirmative action reforms at Makerere University, produced the social 

category of “educated woman” that exists uncomfortably alongside notions of proper 

womanhood. The “education migration” that pulls young people from across East 
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Africa to Ugandan institutions of higher learning, especially in Kampala, aligns with a 

striking increase in rural-urban migration within Uganda itself. Urban young people, 

including students, must now navigate the challenges of young adulthood absent the 

influence of their rural kin and communities. Further, forms of urban sociality 

evolved in concert with an efflorescence of public sites of leisure consumption. As 

Jacobson notes in relation to 1970s Kampala nightlife, urban bars and night clubs 

function as sites for the production of social stratification (Jacobson 1973). Finally, 

Uganda’s media liberalization policies in the 1990s produced new nodes of moral and 

social authority63 as a result of the proliferation of local and transnational media. 

Taken together, the above developments have prompted new forms of urban sociality 

along distinctly gendered lines.  

 Among these forms is the phenomenon of “housing” that is a function of 

female peer networks. Female friendships are integral to the ‘housing’ process. In 

order to maintain their intricate acts of deception, the women must work together. 

They frequently lie for each other, provide alibis, and facilitate each others’ meetings 

with men behind the backs of their respective boyfriends. Further, the presence of 

friends allows the women to avoid being alone with their boyfriends, which is a key 

strategy for avoiding sexual demands and physical abuse. Sarah et al. never wanted to 

go out “alone,” which in this context meant alone with a man. Thus, female friends 

were required for an outing to take place, and such outings worked to solidify the 

friendships. 

 Scholars note that, in some contexts, young people’s friendships have gained 

in importance in the past several decades due to global shifts in social structures due 

to the advent of neoliberal economic reforms. This is true in Uganda, where the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63 See Deeb and Harb (2013) on the role of sources of moral authority in shaping generational cohorts. 
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recently expanded period of “youth” posits young people in a space wherein they are 

fully dependent on neither kin, nor affines, nor the government. This extended space 

has been characterized in literature on postcolonial youth that recapitulates a narrative 

of failed, or forestalled adulthood (e.g. Hansen 2005; Mains 2007; Masquelier 2005). 

Scholars emphasize that neoliberal economic reforms, such as Uganda’s liberalization 

platform, have disrupted prior modes of capital accumulation, and thus troubled paths 

to adulthood across the global south.64 Rates of youth unemployment across Africa, 

Uganda included, are staggering. Much has been made about the “crisis of 

masculinity” and “breakdown of the patriarchal bargain” (e.g. Hunter 2010) that 

prevents young African men – and, by extension, women - from obtaining social 

adulthood. In fact, young men’s inability to raise enough capital to build a house – the 

first step towards starting a family and gaining adulthood -  is a recurrent theme 

throughout this literature (see especially Hansen 2005; Sommers 2012).  

 This chapter’s opening quotes indicate the persistent concern with house-

building as a gendered marker of adulthood in contemporary Kampala. Men are 

expected to finance the building of a house in order to achieve social adulthood, while 

women are expected to manage said home, and as much as possible, remain inside of 

it. As the second quote indicates, for a woman to build her own home is to engage in 

social deviance. These issues remain central to debates about proper femininity and 

masculinity. For example, in a recent issue of Flair, Uganda’s only women’s 

magazine, the “Relationships” section contained two stories: the first, “Dependent 

Husband,” told of a wife’s despair at having to finance the building of her marital 

home due to her husband’s financial insolvency; in the second, “Romance: How 

emancipated women kill passion,” a man decries his girlfriend’s desire to pick up the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
64 See Cole (2010) for a summary, and critique, of this literature.   
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tab on their evenings out. In response, the author advises Flair’s female readers: 

“When you fight him about paying the bills, you act like a woman activist agent 

fitting in the grand scheme of plans by emancipated women to emasculate men” (Flair 

2013). This advice recalls earlier prohibitions about town women, but indexes new 

concerns arising from discomfort with the global women’s movement, as noted in the 

Introduction.  

 
Dependency work 
 
 Literature on African personhood has long emphasized relational aspects of 

self, often in opposition to Western liberal notions of the autonomous individual 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 2001). A foundational thread within this literature elaborates 

the notion of self-realization through “wealth in people” (Barber 2007; Guyer 1993, 

2004; Miers and Kopytoff 1977). This model refers to a mode of selfhood grounded 

in patron-clientage, in which individuals gain in social effectiveness through the 

progressive accumulation of dependents (Durham 2008). In this framework, the value 

of “having people” is clear: an individual gains notoriety and social status, and may 

call upon his dependents to provide him with resources, assistance, and loyalty. 

Africanists elaborate the value of dependency in terms of the “claims” social inferiors 

(e.g. women, children, laborers) can make on their respective superiors (e.g. men, 

elders, bosses), also in terms of material and affective resources, among other things 

(see Englund 2013; Ferguson 2013). In classical models of this social system, all 

parties derive a sense of selfhood from their incorporation in multiple hierarchies, and 

the entire system functions according to a moral economy of reciprocity and 

redistribution. 

 In James Ferguson’s 2013 article, “Declarations of dependence,” he describes 

poor South Africans men’s attempts to occupy subordinate positions in the labor 



! 84!

market as a form of self-subjugation that disrupts Western notions of agency. He 

writes, “Men’s desire for employment of this kind cannot be figured as a yearning for 

autonomy; it is on the contrary precisely a desire for attachment” (Ferguson 

2013:235). The men in Ferguson’s study seek dependency for dependency’s sake – 

they want patrons on whom to make claims. Here Ferguson partially echoes Saba 

Mahmood’s (2011) observations about Muslim women who cultivate their own 

submission in the context of Egypt’s contemporary piety movement. Taken together, 

these analyses displace the taken-for-grantedness of emancipatory personhood and 

force us to consider the ironies of agentive action undertaken in pursuit of self-

abnegation. 

 In order to push these ironies further, I suggest that we look beyond “claim-

making,” which refers to an individual’s ability to benefit within a given relationship, 

and the work that people do within and between multiple concurrent dependencies. 

Scholars have begun to look at the relationship between autonomy and multiple 

relations of dependency, but only in terms of serial dependencies or multiple, dyadic 

dependencies. Haynes (2013) analyses Pentecostal congregations in Zambia and 

asserts that the proliferation of such churches affords congregants a measure of 

autonomy in their asymmetrical relationships with pastors, in that, if one pastor does 

not provide the spiritual services they seek, they may easily move on to another 

spiritual leader. While Haynes identifies the benefits of a system wherein multiple 

opportunities for relationships exist, she still locates autonomy in the ability of an 

individual to choose between patrons; these relationships are serial and do not co-

exist. Likewise, literature on African women’s multiple sexual partner strategies notes 

the benefits of multiple asymmetrical relationships, but only in the sense that a 

multiplicity of relationships provides a multiplicity of patrons on whom to make 



! 85!

claims (e.g. Hansen 2008; Mandeville 1979; Newell 2009). My informants’ strategies 

do not align with the above explanations. Rather, they seek autonomy in the 

interstices between their relationships.  

 The work that my informants do to negotiate multiple, ongoing sexual 

relationships – what I identify as a form of “dependency work” -  prompts us to re-

examine anthropological notions of asymmetrical reciprocity. The term “dependency 

work” encourages us to explore the modes, meanings, and ends of dependency. What 

value do people create by casting themselves as clients, rather than patrons, in 

particular instances? More specifically, what modes of self-realization arise through 

self-subordination? Harri Englund, in response to Ferguson’s article, suggests the 

Ferguson’s subjects may well have yearnings beyond “incorporation into the social 

body” (Englund 2013). Englund proposes that, in order to recognize multiple 

manifestations of autonomous action, we recoup Amartya Sen’s notion of freedom, 

defined as “a capacity to ‘choose a life one has reason to value” (Sen 1999 quoted in 

Englund 2013:249). In what follows, I will not attempt to create to a definition of 

autonomy that moves across time and space. Rather, I ground my usage of the term in 

Sen’s understanding of freedom. Then, through analysis of historical context and my 

informants’ talk and actions, I discern a working notion of autonomy as practiced by 

certain educated young women in Kampala. I demonstrate that my informants 

collaborate with each other to perform dependency work in their sexual relationships, 

in order produce spaces that they experience as “free.” At the same time, because this 

production is a collaborative effort, interdependency and peer regulation prevail 

within these very spaces of freedom. 
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Conviviality and conflict among female friends  
 
 Friendship, as a social form, has been undertheorized within anthropology 

(Kulick and Desai 2013). Within African studies, in particular, scholars have long 

foregrounded analyses of kinship and political patronage (cf. Mains 2013; Pelican 

2012). Such analyses tend to overlook the elements of intimacy and affection that 

characterize friendship as a distinct relational practice, characterized by both 

resource-sharing and sentiment (Mains 2013). Anthropologists have recently launched 

a similar critique with regards to African sexual relationships, as a counterpoint to 

decades of social science literature that has eclipsed sentiment with instrumentality 

(see especially Cole and Thomas 2009). However, friendships are not just spaces 

where emotional closeness is nurtured – they are also grounds for cultural production 

and are tightly bound to structures of power and inequality (Dyson 2010; Willis 

1977). In a study of girls’ cooperative agricultural work in the Himalayas, Dyson 

identifies the “paradoxical relationship of friendship to social reproduction” (Dyson 

2010:484)  highlighting the capacity of friendship to serve both as a site of resistance 

to, and reinforcement of, social norms. 

 Following Dyson, I draw upon Bourdieu (1977) in my analysis of female 

friendship at Makerere University. In Bourdieu’s classic works on 1970s bourgeois 

French society, he elaborates the role of social networks in instantiating class 

inequalities through the inculcation of particular sets of dispositions, which he terms 

“habitus.” Habitus is both produced by, and productive of, class distinctions, while 

simultaneously naturalizing those distinctions. Bourdieu demonstrates how friendship 

networks police themselves in order to maintain uniformity of habitus. This assures 

that the opportunities (employment etc.) generated by such networks are open only to 

members who embody the appropriate markers of class belonging.  
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 According to Bourdieu (1979), commodity consumption is a central means by 

which people signal their aesthetic dispositions, which he refers to as “taste.” This 

accords with Veblen’s (1899) notion of “conspicuous consumption,” in which 

individuals consume luxury items for the sole purpose of demonstrating class status. 

More recent work in the anthropology of consumption elaborates how consumption 

practices, including exchange and redistribution, shape social relations and constitute 

social groupings (Liechty 2002; Shankar 2008; Weiss 2009). In their landmark 

volume, Money and the Morality of Exchange, Bloch and Parry (1989) explore the 

moral implications of resource exchange across diverse ethnographic contexts. Here, I 

follow understandings of consumption that highlight the role of consumption patterns 

in the constitution of forms of sociality.  

 This section traces the mechanics of exchange that co-constitute sugar daddy 

relationships and female friendships in ways that alternately reinforce and destabilize 

dyadic relationships, while perpetuating the dynamics that strengthen young women’s 

multiple concurrent dependencies. I follow Swidler and Watkins (2007) by analyzing 

sugar daddy relationships within the larger structures of patron-clientalism that inflect 

social relations in sub-Saharan Africa. But while Swidler and Watkins identify sugar 

daddyism as a redistributive practice, they focus on sugar daddies as the agents of 

redistribution. Here I “follow the money” even further, by tracing the distribution of 

resources among Sarah, Martha, Alice, and their peers.65 Although I focus here on 

female friendship, it is important to note that the men are similarly imbricated in 

horizontal peer networks that entail their own exchange obligations (Parikh 2009). 

 Sarah, Martha, Alice, Lillian, Cici, and Brenda are a group of friends who 

spend much of their free time together going to bars and clubs and traveling to nearby 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 See also Cole (2009) and Groes-Green (2014) on the redistribution of transactional sex profits. 
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cities for mini holidays. While this peer group is ethnically and nationally diverse (the 

women hail from Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Eritrea, and multiple regions within 

Uganda), it is homogenous according to socio-economic class. All of the young 

women have financially stable, working-class66 parents who keep them comfortably 

appointed on campus. For these friends, the ability to consume (both financially and 

according to norms of urban coolness) is key to their affiliation with each other. There 

were other friends whom the girls spent time with on campus, but when it came to 

going out, only those with financial means and the cultural capital to embody certain 

dispositions were welcome. In the following quote, Cici recalls how she and Brenda 

met at one of Kampala’s poshest nightclubs through shared appreciation of Cici’s 

consumption acumen and fashionable self-presentation. In other words, Brenda liked 

Cici’s shoes: 

My friendship with Brenda. I think I met Brenda at club Cayenne, and we met through my 
shoes. I was wearing boots with a very nice, a little bit short skirt. Not so long, not so short. 
Yea she liked my shoes, my boots. And she’s like ‘who is this chick?’ and I had that hairstyle. 
She thought I was like… she was wondering where I’m from and she’s like ‘hi’, you know 
that thing. Yea, we exchanged contacts and I was like ‘yea, I like making friends’. We 
exchanged numbers and then we met again. I think I got along with her. Yea, she’s a nice 
person. We shared other things. She’s sweet. She’s good.67  

 
Cici’s recounting highlights the role of consumption in the construction of female 

friendships. She met her best friend, Brenda, because she was at an expensive 

nightclub wearing a hip outfit that intrigued Brenda, such that Brenda struck up a 

conversation. They then became tight friends, with Brenda later comparing their 

friendship to that of Paris Hilton and Nicole Ritchie on the American reality TV 

show, The Simple Life. The premise of The Simple Life is the incongruity between 

Paris and Nicole’s urban-ness and the rural surroundings they find themselves in.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
66 “Working class” is the local term for white-collar workers. 
67 Interview with Cici, March 2012. 
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Image 11. This self-portrait indicates Brenda's allegiance to American popular culture. 

By aligning themselves with such “fish out of water” urbanites, Brenda and 

Cici distance themselves from their rural origins. In another example of this sort of 

distancing through consumption, Cici once recounted that she rebuffed men at a rural 

bar by explaining to them that she can only drink expensive liquor because, “I’m a 

bitch from the city.” Further, much like Paris and Nicole, Brenda and Cici’s activities 

centered on shared consumption of alcohol and clothing and late nights out at clubs 

with a devil-may-care attitude. Cici alludes to the nature of these outings: 

I go out with my girls to have fun, maybe when [my boyfriend] sends me some money. I get a 
little bit of it, I get some beer to my friends and then we can have a good time.68 

 
As Cici indicates, one of the constitutive elements of urban female friendship is “fun,” 

experienced through shared consumption of alcohol in a public space – while being 

housed by a sugar daddy, or via the sharing of a sugar daddy’s contributions, as in the 

example above. In addition, the young women constantly circulate all manner of 

resources: clothing, food, liquor, mobile phones, DVDs, course notes, and the labor 

involved in housing. These material linkages reinforce the women’s sentiment for 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
68 Interview with Cici, March 2012. 
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each other. When Cici describes Brenda as “sweet” and “good,” she first refers to the 

fact that they “share many things.” The women often cited “generosity” as a key 

personality trait in making any person – male or female - “good.” Because 

redistribution is seen as the essence of moral personhood, friends who give each other 

money, clothes, and other assistance are seen to be good people. Thus, it is not 

necessarily instrumentalism that prompts friendship with a generous person, but rather 

recognition that generous people are in fact, morally upright. In the case of Brenda 

and Cici, they acquired each other as dependents through mutual reciprocity. 

 The extent of sharing that is expected among friends was brought home to me 

during a minor dispute I had with Brenda, when I refused to lend her $400. Brenda 

herself had previously advised me not to lend money to anyone if I wasn’t 

comfortable with the fact that I might not be repaid. As a graduate student on a 

restricted research budget, I was, indeed, uncomfortable with the thought of losing 

$400. During this dispute, Martha chastised me for my “meanness” and lectured me 

on the meaning of friendship: “Aren’t bricks forged in fire?” she asked, “Then what is 

a friendship if it can’t be tested?” Brenda eventually came to my rescue by conceding 

that white people have different ideas about money, and they should not judge me 

based on my adherence to my own cultural norms. However, this conversation 

underlines the moral imperative of redistribution among friends. 

 When I questioned another member of the friend group, Jennifer, as to why 

she never went out with the women outside of campus, she cited her disadvantaged 

upbringing as the decisive factor in her reticence to participate in the so-called 

“campuser lifestyle.” 

I somehow feel maybe that life is not mine, in any case [my friends] are people from good 
families, somehow they're used to that good life, which might not be the case with me. Me I'm 
not from that good family. I'm used to my normal life. No...I can live without certain things. I 
don’t fancy those  things. Much as those guys can be having almost everything. I have no 
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problem with them [having sugar daddies], so long as someone is having fun, they are 
enjoying what they are doing so…but according to me, me I don’t like those big [men]. 69 

 
Even though Jennifer had recently traveled to Europe on a academic scholarship, this 

cosmopolitan experience did not compensate for what she perceived as her poor 

family background. She preferred to continue her “normal” existence absent sugar 

daddies and trips to fancy bars. However, Jennifer’s normal lifestyle was only 

“normal” in relation to her more elite friends. When compared with the vast majority 

of Ugandans, Jennifer’s education, travel, and financial status is indeed rarified. Still, 

her incorporation into the group was limited. Not due to snobbishness on the part of 

the other friends, but rather due to Jennifer’s assessment of her own inability to match 

the consumption rates of the other women, and to her unwillingness to engage in the 

sugar daddy relationships that would allow her equal participation in their networks of 

exchange.  

 When all goes well, ‘housing’ proceeds as in the following example: One 

evening, Paul asked Sarah to accompany him to the notorious club Cayenne (where 

Brenda and Cici first met). A few of Paul’s work friends were planning to meet them 

there, and they all expected that Sarah would bring female friends to entertain the 

men. Sarah recruited Martha, Alice, myself, and a few other friends to join in the 

outing, with the understanding that Paul would be buying us all food and drinks in 

return for our company. At Cayenne, we danced together in front of Paul and his 

friends as Paul purchased multiple rounds of drinks for the group. This was a 

prototypical evening out – the women danced together, had fun, consumed what was 

given to us, and perfunctorily flirted with the men. Everyone assumed that Sarah 

would go home with Paul after the club, even though she was somewhat reluctant to 

do so. The evening took an unfortunate turn when a guy whom Sarah had a crush on, 
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69 Interview with Jennifer, November 2010. 
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Edward, arrived at Cayenne, and Sarah went out back to kiss him. Here is Sarah’s 

recounting of what followed when Paul noticed her disappearance:  

Finally, Paul asked Alice ‘where is Sarah?’ Alice [looked] to Martha then Martha knew that 
ah, this is not going well. Martha got up, got where I was talking with Edward now. Martha 
came and grabbed me to the toilet. ‘What are you doing here? You are so immature. How do 
you do this to Paul? You’re putting us all in shit now. Can’t you pretend to like him when 
you’re out with him? I know you don’t like him, blah, blah, blah’. It was a whole lecture. I’m 
like ‘ok Martha, let’s go. It’s fine, it’s fine’. Now Martha told me ‘go and kiss him on the 
cheek’. Then I just pretended. He’s like ‘ok, where have you been hunny?’ I’m like ‘I was just 
in the toilet. I wasn’t feeling well’. Martha said ‘yea, she was in the toilet. I went to help her 
out. She was so drunk’. Martha is so fast. So I sat there, pretended to be good. Martha would 
keep me sitting. The whole time I would go to stand then she would tell me ‘sit down’. Ah, 
they really hijacked me that night. They really abused me the whole night. They’re like 
‘Sarah, this guy you never see such a guy again. Such guys come one in a lifetime’. Like they 
really believe Paul is good. They believe I don’t know how to like use him. They really know 
how to use  guys. They say if they were the ones they would have like become rich, you 
know.70 

 
Several important points emerge from this incident. First, when Martha tells Sarah 

“You’re putting us all in the shit,” she underlines their shared reliance on Paul’s 

largess. Second, when Martha accuses Sarah of being “immature,” she indexes the 

conflation of maturity and self-control. Here, she points to the idea of self-mastery as 

an indicator of adulthood – not the self-mastery of humility intrinsic to ekitiibwa,    

but a new mode of gendered comportment and skill necessary for successful 

accomplishment of urban middle-class status. Third, in assuming responsibility for 

Sarah’s actions for the rest of the evening, Martha demonstrates the extent to which 

female friends regulate each others’ comportment, displays of affect, and 

interpersonal interactions in order to ensure successful outcomes for the group at 

large.  

 As seen in this example, the man’s support facilitates the space of female fun 

and friendship, but the work of maintaining that support threatens these same 

friendships. Their fights revolved around interruptions to the “game.” For example, 

when Lillian wanted to bring her own male suitor to a bar where Sarah’s suitor was 

housing them, Sarah and Lillian had an argument that ended in Lillian leaving the bar, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70 Interview with Sarah, May 2011. 
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and the two not speaking for weeks. The game only proceeds properly when all the 

women cooperate; disruption by any one woman threatens the receipt of resources for 

all. I myself was several times in the position of disrupter, before I properly learned 

the rules of the game. On multiple occasions, I unthinkingly offered to pay for my 

own meal/drinks, and later learned that this behavior embarrassed not only my 

friends, but the men who were trying to house us. Thus, although the women 

construct friendship as a space in which to feel “free,” these instances demonstrate 

that friendship can become a regulatory apparatus for enforcing aspects of the 

gendered and classed status quo.  

 The following example indicates the extent to which housing relationships are 

implicated in, and productive of, larger socio-economic hierarchies. Sarah recounts 

another incident in which Martha and Alice coach her in proper modes of exchange – 

this time so that Sarah can get career assistance from Henry, while Martha and Alice 

can get his money. According to Martha, the correct strategy in this case was for 

Sarah to have sex with Henry’s best friend, William. 

Martha and Alice, you know they wanted Henry’s money and this William likes me also, so 
they felt  bad when I dumped him immediately. So, they wanted me to hang in there like 
maybe give him sex. Martha and Alice they are very good, they are very generous but they get 
their money through guys, and they feel bad if you are given a guy and you can’t handle that 
guy, that’s why they got pissed at me because I didn’t know how to handle William. So they 
wanted me to pretend because I remember I told Martha ‘Martha, I’m not interested in 
William. I just want Henry. I meet him. I tell him about the job because he’s from Nairobi.’ 
He just stated working in Kampala. So I’m like ‘I think he is a nice man. He will help me. I 
want to just meet him on Monday, drop my CV. I don’t want anything to do with William’. If 
you show them you don’t have interest with the guys they are eyeing on, they really get pissed 
at you. She told me right away ‘but Sarah, you can’t just go direct to Henry when William is 
there. You have to pass through William to get to Henry’. Like you know, she’s protecting her 
game through me, like she’s using me to…I’m like ‘no, me and Henry, we already like 
bonded. He’s Kenyan and he doesn’t mind if I’m with William or no’. She’s like ‘no, but they 
are best friends. You can’t frustrate his best friend and he offers you something’. So she 
believes you give something in exchange for something. For her to get an internship she had 
to give things. I told you that.71 

 
This incident reveals one set of mechanisms by which East Africa’s urban middle-

class reconstitutes itself through inter-generational patronage. In this case, educated 
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young women employ “dependency work” in the form of sexual favors to position 

themselves for white-collar jobs. As Sarah alludes above, this is how Martha secured 

employment with a well-known international aid organization. This dependency work 

is coordinated among groups of friends (among both the women and the men, 

respectively, as the discussion of Henry and William’s friendship reveals). Here we 

would do well to recall Bourdieu’s (1984) observation that social norms are 

consolidated within intimate relationships. These norms find expression within dyadic 

relationships and wider social networks. Bourdieu writes: 

 
In other words, the network of relationships is the product of investment strategies, individual 
or collective, consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing social 
relationships that  are directly usable in the short or long term, i.e., at transforming contingent 
relations… into relationships that are at once necessary and elective, implying durable 
obligations subjectively felt (feelings of gratitude, respect, friendship, etc.) or institutionally 
guaranteed (rights) (Bourdieu 1986:PG).  

 
In the case of Alice, Martha, Sarah, and Lillian, their relationships with their 

boyfriends and each other hinge on these feelings of gratitude, friendship, and 

obligation. In their relationships with men, these calculations are explicit; with each 

other, such forces are couched in terms of sentiment. 

 
Declarations of promiscuity  
 
 As noted above, a recurrent theme in social science literature is that of young 

Africans’ deferred entry into social adulthood. But Alice, Martha, and Sarah do not 

face the economic obstacles that frustrate their peers across the continent. In fact, as 

we shall see in this section, when offered access to the coveted markers of respectable 

adulthood – marriage, childrearing, a house of one’s own – they inhabit them in ways 

that subvert their entry into proper womanhood. For example, two other members of 

this peer group were in fact, married with children, but neither of the young women 

lived with their children nor regarded their marriages as anything other than a 
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formality. In other words, they continued to participate in ‘housing’ to the same extent 

as their unmarried, childless friends. When I inquire about Sarah, Martha, and Alice’s 

views regarding marriage, they equate marriage with a loss of personal freedom.  

Martha: Let me tell you, if I’m to get married…no honestly if I’m to get married. Ok fine, 
getting married is not bad. You can get married, but honestly I want my guy like to be in a 
different place and I’m in a different place. Not staying with me in the house 24/7.  
Alice: I love my freedom. I don’t like marriage. I don’t want to be married. I want to wake up 
in the morning and do what I want do. I don’t want to wake up in the morning and include 
him.72  

 
Sarah echoes these views in her explication of her relationship with her boyfriend, 

Paul. Paul is a successful businessman, rents a house for Sarah where she stays on 

occasion, and frequently takes her and her friends out for drinks, dinner, and dancing. 

He has other girlfriends but attempts to prevent Sarah from dating other men. The two 

of them often fight about money and their respective sexual partners. When I asked 

Sarah why she maintains her relationship with Paul, she explained: 

Maybe because he houses us for drinks, you know. He’s very generous, yeah. It’s not looks, 
it’s not love, you get, so what is the other reason? Yeah. So, he doesn’t mind if I bring ten 
friends or what, he will pay the bills. He’s a man. He wants to show off, like, ‘I can handle.’ 
But when you are just the two of you… eh. You know, that’s why I won’t marry this crap…. 
Men act like fathers to their girls. You know like that’s like why Paul wanted to beat me up in 
the bar. 73 
 

When Sarah says that she “won’t marry this crap,” she is referring to Paul’s 

recriminations and controlling behavior, although she concedes that he is “very 

generous.” However, this generosity primarily applies to ‘housing’ situations, and 

Sarah accuses him of stinginess within the context of their one-on-one relationship. 

The bar incident she refers to was the night mentioned above, where Sarah kissed 

Edward at Cayenne. Martha and Alice also took umbrage at Sarah’s behavior and 

Sarah narrowly avoided Paul’s physical retribution. But Sarah, much like Martha and 

Alice, explains that she has no interest in long-term relationships with any of her 

sexual partners:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
72 Interview with Martha and Alice, February 2011. 
73 Interview with Sarah, May 2011. 
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Sarah: You know, these are men. Of course they have their intentions of which we are aware, 
like they want maybe sex from you, someone to love you and make you their wife and you 
know. So but from my perspective I didn’t want any of that from any of them, so I wasn’t 
dating. Maybe they were dating me (laughs), but I wasn’t dating them. I’m bad.  

 Brooke: So why do you say you don’t want to get married? 
Sarah: Ah, just don’t like marriage, the whole…you know commitment to one person, feeling 
like it’s hard for me. Just don’t like it. Unless I find that person who really…even if, I think 
I’ll get married when I’m old. Because of loneliness. Like 50.74 

  
Given that Sarah, Martha, and Alice, repeatedly voiced aversion to marriage and to 

spending time with their sugar daddies in general, I was puzzled by all the labor my 

informants put into being housed. They did not seem to particularly enjoy the 

company of the men who housed them, and did not need the financial support. Why 

not just go out by themselves, and avoid all the hassle? In fact, Martha and Alice did 

just that one night, paying for VIP seats to gamble at one of Kampala’s ubiquitous 

casinos. Here Martha and Alice recount this experience:  

 Alice: Even at casino when we gamble like people are like 'are you men or women?' 
 Martha: 'Then why are you gambling?'. You're like, duh.  
 Alice: Exactly! It's your money but they... 
 Martha: And they want to dictate... 

Alice: They just dictate and they want to tell you what to do and what not to do with your money.  
Martha: So I go... then the nigger is like 'we go down' and I’m like 'no, I paid for [VIP]. I can't 
go down'. So I’m like 'fine, if you don't want to be at the counter, let me go and get a seat'. So 
I sit.  

 
This anecdote demonstrates the structural bind young women find themselves in. In 

order to fulfill normative gender expectations, they must be financially, and 

publically, dependent on men. 75 This expectation is so strong, that when Martha and 

Alice defy it by spending their own money at a casino, male patrons attempt to 

resurrect the gender order by shaming the women, removing them from their VIP 

seats, and “dictating” how they should spend their money. However, going out alone 

with a boyfriend is not an appealing option. In the below conversation, myself, Alice, 

and Martha discuss Sarah’s reluctance to go out with Paul, absent the company of her 

friends.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
74 Interview with Sarah, May 2011. 
75!This anecdote exemplifies Andrea Cornwall’s observation that “money, as spending power, is itself 
gendered,” (Cornwall 2002:972).!
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Brooke: Yeah, the other day Sarah wanted me to go out with her and Paul and I was feeling 
sick, so I was like 'I can't go,' and she was like 'so I have to go alone?' and I was like 'no you're 
with Paul'.  
Martha: (laughs) By the way, that's true. She won't say 'I’m with Paul.’ It’s ‘I have to go 
alone?'  
Brooke: 'I'm going out alone?' I was like 'no, you're with Paul going out' but it's like she 
wanted me to be there so she's like 'it will be boring'.   

 Martha: I'm telling you, for sure you will be bored.   
 Alice: You will feel bored! 
 
Thus, when my informants go out by themselves, people look askance, but when they 

go out with a man in order to uphold the appearance of appropriately gendered 

financial dependence, they vehemently emphasize how “bored” they feel. I posit that 

‘housing’ emerges as a middle way – it allows them to take part in Kampala’s night 

life via a male chaperone, but, as Sarah explains, “The fun is with our friends.” 

 Anthropologists point out that “boredom” and “fun” are not self-evident 

categories. Rather, they index the ways that young people experience late modernity’s 

shifting social forms (Jeffrey 2010; Lukose 2008; Mains 2007). In the following 

excerpts, I analyze Martha’s discussion of her relationship with her boyfriend, Ben, in 

order to tease out her connections between “fun,” “boredom,” and autonomy:  

Ben, he has been providing for me when I was on campus. But the problem is, most guys are 
stressing and I’m sick and tired of stress. I don't want somebody... I'll tell you 'I’m traveling. 
I’m going to this place. I’m going to stay for a week and then I’ll come back'. That is fine. 
Don't ask me 'where are you going? We're going together?' If I wanted to go with you I would 
tell you 'let's go' but since I’ve not told you ‘let's go’ it means I want to go alone. I’m sick and 
tired of guys like Ben who want to be part of my everyday life… Do you know I have all his 
PIN numbers? Like even his cards. I can go and withdraw as much money as I want. I can get 
the money on his phone. As in, I have access to his everything. But he is this...he's a 
manipulating guy. Like now, getting us here, he will want to sit [inside the house]. Do you 
remember like last time we were home, we were supposed to be home alone. Ah, not so soon. 
I still have a lot to do. I have to leave campus, I have to eat people's money.76 

 
Martha’s narrative could be a crie de coeur for this group of friends. These young 

women are in positions that would be enviable for many sub-Saharan African women 

– they have men who financially support them, including providing the elusive 

physical house, and who want to marry them. But rather than a prized marker of 

proper womanhood, Martha experiences her boyfriend’s house as a confining space 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76 Interview with Martha, June 2012. 
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that she wants to “escape” from. In an echo of the nakireresewere figure, Martha 

wants to travel alone, go out with her friends, and detooth other men (‘eat people’s 

money’). 

 Like the nakireresewere, Martha experiences sanctions on her behavior. Ben 

tries to enforce normative gender expectations (and thus, solidify his own status as an 

adult) through violence. After a night out with her friends, Martha faces Ben’s 

displeasure.  

[I told him] ‘when you got me you got me with all these friends. Why didn’t you keep it up?’ 
So he was like, ‘no, you should know that you’re now a woman. You have a man.’ I told him 
‘you’re just wasting my time. I need to sleep. I’ve been drinking, you’ve been wherever, me I 
don’t know but I’ve been drinking, I need to sleep’. So I turned the other side, for him he 
was… ok he wanted me to face him but me I turned the other side. They guy came, sat on me, 
started slapping me, you know pow, pow.77 

 
Ben’s argument here recalls the insurance billboards at the beginning of this chapter. 

Ben has fulfilled his duties as a “real man” – he bought a house for himself and 

Martha. Now he expects her to perform as a “real woman” should – by staying inside 

and keeping a well-organized home. In this case, the “breakdown of the patriarchal 

bargain” that features so prominently in analyses of African social relations is not due 

to the inability of men to provide, but to the unwillingness of women to submit. 

Martha’s refusal to do so is met with violence. But Martha does not respond to this 

violence with subservience as a proper woman should; after consultation with Alice, 

the next time that Ben hit her, she hit him back with a flat iron, causing injury that 

sent him to hospital.  

 As demonstrated in the above anecdote, friendship emerges as a central point 

of contention within the women’s romantic relationships. While the women make 

claims to friendship as a morally pure space, their boyfriends view these friendships 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 Interview with Martha, June 2012. 
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as morally transgressive.78  In this conversation, Sarah, Martha, and myself discuss 

Sarah’s boyfriend’s suspicions about her female peer group. 

 Sarah: Yea. He said 'I think your company's influencing you to become like...'  
 Brooke: Which company? 
 Sarah: You guys! (laughing) 

Martha: No but that is every guy. But every guy says that because even I for one was told the 
same thing. Because you know, I don't like someone controlling my life.  
Sarah: When you become liberal, liberated from a guy's old ways, he thinks your friends are 
advising you.  

 Martha: That's the problem. 
 Sarah: They think it's not your head. 
 Martha: They always say... 
 Sarah: That's not you. 
 Martha: Sarah and company is not good. 
 (everyone laughing) 

Martha: Now I feel like what should I do? Do you want me to be with only you? Uh, no. 
[They think] you have to be home. Then like you wonder, should you be in the house like this 
24/7? Shouldn't you see your friends? Shouldn't you go out as ladies or...[men] bore me.79  

 
The above conversations reveal how notions of fun are coupled with ideologies of 

autonomy and freedom, metaphorically and physically experienced by leaving the 

house, or the ‘houser,’ behind. The women balk at men’s attempts to “manipulate,” 

“control,” and “stress” them, and they rebel against expectations that they remain 

inside their boyfriends’ houses. All of these things are “boring.” What they want is to 

be “liberated,” evidenced by freedom of movement through travel or simply nights 

out with their friends; these activities they experience as “fun.” If we invert Lila Abu-

Lughod’s (1990) assertion that “resistance is a diagnostic of power,” and examine 

suppression as a diagnostic of autonomy, then men’s censure of female friendship 

suggests that these friendship indeed have a liberatory function. However, although 

my informants speak the language of autonomy and self-control, they do not abide by 

tenets of political liberalism in which individuals throw off the shackles of 

dependency in order to act as fully autonomous beings. Nor, like Ferguson’s and 

Mahmood’s subjects, do they forego autonomy in favor of asymmetrical 

incorporation. Instead, they leverage multiple dependencies – with sugar daddies and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
78 See Kilick and Desai (2013) on the “moral force” of friendship. 
79 Interview with Sarah and Martha, July 2012.  
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with each other – in order to eke out spaces for fun and freedom in the interstices 

between and within social relationships.  

 
Conclusion 
 
 My informants bristled against expectations that, as women, they must be 

under the control of male kin and/or sexual partners. Above, I have discussed 

measures taken to circumvent this control through the establishment of multiple 

sexual partnerships, such that no one man can lay claim to their sexualities. But 

Jennifer, who did not participate in being housed, felt just as strongly about her desire 

for independence; in her case, from male kin. Jennifer enacted elaborate subterfuge to 

avoid living with her uncle while attending university. She saved up money from her 

on-campus job, told her family that the university was paying for her on-campus 

accommodations, and left her uncle’s house for a new life in the dorm: 

J: I somehow wanted to be out, out of home for at least a semester. Being at home and there's 
so many restrictions at home. I also wanted some bit of freedom for myself. So I found out an 
excuse, I came up with an excuse. I wanted to be alone – I wanted to be alone, to know what it 
feels when you have to drive yourself, no one is forcing you to wake up, go do this, what. 
Those house things.  

 B:  And so how did it feel when you [moved to campus]? 
J: That day I felt so nice. I felt like wow, now this is me, I'm now in control. I can tell myself 
'you have to wake up, you have to go to class, you have to do this, you have to be back'. 
Maybe sometimes you have to go out and those things which I never used to do so. I had these 
certain limitations, so. Maybe by saying I'm at home so you can't even move out, you can't 
even visit a friend because you can't delay there, [the relatives] start making noise for you.80 

 
Jennifer’s story is instructive in delineating the tensions the women experience 

between external restrictions and their desires for freedom; ironically, Jennifer 

interprets freedom as the opportunity to “control” herself. She does not move out 

from her uncle’s house in order to skip class and shirk her responsibilities. Rather, she 

desires a state in which she can exercise self-control. 

 While Jennifer, Alice, Martha, and Sarah were all successful at establishing 

avenues for the exercise of autonomy during university, their post-graduation 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
80 Interview with Jennifer, March 2010. 
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trajectories manifest stark differences in financial security and class status. Sarah, 

Martha, and Alice are all pursuing white-collar careers with the assistance of the well-

placed men in their social networks; on the other hand, Jennifer is currently running a 

small, unsuccessful shop in a local marketplace, where she disdainfully refers to her 

customers and fellow vendors as “local” (in other words, the opposite of “educated”). 

Even though Jennifer arguably had a more illustrious academic career, her limited 

social network prevented her from accessing career opportunities. Further, Jennifer 

lacked the practice in exercising urban middle-class dispositions that the others had 

invested in through “housing.” By orchestrating relationships with multiple men, my 

informants are read as unfocused and irresponsible; however, they frame their own 

actions as explicitly goal-driven. Ironically, the self-mastery that female students 

cultivate within the sexual economy - or, in Jennifer’s case, through lying to her 

parents -  is maligned as jumpiness by the general public.  

 In the previous two chapters, I have demonstrated how female students 

cultivate social networks in order to establish themselves as educated women; in the 

next chapter, I turn to another element integral to the instantiation of oneself as a 

modern, urban person: the cultivation of reputation.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

SEX AND SENSITIZATION: MEDIATIONS OF MODERN WOMANHOOD 
IN KAMPALA, UGANDA 

 
 
Introduction 
 
 In contemporary Kampala, there are two dominant media streams that engage 

female university students: one tells them to abstain from sexual activity; the other 

tells them to take their clothes off. Consider the following two anecdotes, in which 

Makerere University students, Grace and Libby, encounter iterations of these media 

streams: 

 One weekend afternoon, Grace, Libby, and I were hanging out in their 

university hostel, when conversation turned to the tabloid press. Both young women 

have found their photos in Uganda’s leading tabloid newspaper, the Red Pepper, on 

multiple occasions, always without prior notice from the publication. The paper once 

ran a full page story on the girls, complete with photographs and fabricated 

descriptions. The most prominent image was captioned, “Fine Kampala city babes in 

Ntinda81 partying,” and pictured the girls walking down the street wearing tight, 

trendy clothing. Grace and Libby shouted over each other as they described the 

images to me, eager to elaborate on the “publicity” they gained from this experience.  

On another occasion, we rounded the corner of the law faculty on Makerere 

University’s campus to confront a mural covering the side of a campus building [See 

image 11]. In this mural, produced by Kampala-based NGO, Artivists 4 Life (A4L), 

two middle-aged men attempt to entice female students into their cars; the woman in 

the background complies while the woman in the foreground resists. The men display 

fancy cell phones and big bellies  - two distinct signifiers of “sugar daddies,” or, 

wealthy businessmen who date younger women. The mural offers a directive to 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 Ntinda is a neighborhood of Kampala with popular bars and clubs. 
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female students to discourage their participation in cross-generational sex:82 “Have 

self worth. Care about tomorrow.” When I asked Grace and Libby to describe their 

reactions to the mural, Libby dismissed it with a tisk of her tongue: “I’m like, ‘eh.’ I 

don’t want to know.”!!
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Image 12. An example of the Red Pepper’s coverage of female university students. 
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Image 13. A4L mural on Makerere University Campus. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 “Cross-generational sex” is a technical public health term for sexual relationships between partners 
“over a decade apart in age” (PSI nd). 
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The above instances demonstrate the relative presence of two forms of media 

– namely, tabloid press and public health HIV awareness campaigns – in the lives of 

female university students in Kampala, Uganda. Public health NGOs target female 

students in behavior change campaigns meant to reduce the spread of HIV, while 

tabloid papers profit from the circulation of sexually explicit images of female 

students. The differences between the above images are obvious. The mural preaches 

sexual restraint based on notions of respectable womanhood and future-orientation, 

while the Red Pepper encourages young women’s promiscuity and “hedonism.” In 

popular conversation, these media entities are frequently positioned as “opposite” in 

that public health campaigns are presumed to help young women while the Red 

Pepper is thought to exploit them.83  

 These apparent oppositions mask the fundamental similarities between these 

media productions. Within Uganda, women’s bodies have emerged as a central site 

for contestations over modernity and national development. Cross-generational sex, in 

particular, has become a key motif for development and tabloid media, due to its 

epidemiological centrality to inter-generational disease transmission, and to the 

symbolic potency of the sexually liberated female student, respectively.84 The 

hegemonic portrayal of university women within Uganda’s public sphere obscures 

students’ self-fashionings as modern, moral women. This disjuncture -  between 

mediations of female students and students’ self-understandings85  - has profound 

consequences for Uganda’s population health. This chapter’s analysis is critically 

important, not just for its potential to advance theoretical understanding of knowledge 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 Fieldnotes, October 14, 2011. 
84 See Uganda AIDS Commission (2012) for current disease transmission patterns.  
85!The disjuncture between development actors’ assumptions about target subjects and subjects’ own 
senses of themselves has long been noted by anthropologists. See Ferguson (1994); Karp (2002).!
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and self-making practices, but because media misrecognitions of female students 

contribute to gender dynamics that drive Uganda’s rising HIV rate.86! 

 In this chapter, I first demonstrate that, despite apparent opposition between 

public health and tabloid media organizations, both entities construe themselves as 

knowledge producers engaged in pro-woman “sensitization” projects in the service of 

national development. “Sensitization” is an oft-deployed (though ill-defined) term in 

the field of international development. Within Uganda, it loosely refers to activities 

meant to raise awareness or otherwise enlighten ignorant populations.87 While NGO 

directors hope to “sensitize” female students so that they behave more responsibly, 

Kampala’s most notorious tabloid editor insists that his paper “emancipates” young 

women by sensitizing them to their right to flaunt their bodies in public.  

 Second, I show that NGOs and tabloid newspapers draw upon overlapping 

claims to modernity in their discursive constructions of female students, and that both 

of these constructions present female students as promiscuous and immoral. NGOs 

promote a vision of modernity in which young women engage in monogamous, 

romantic, same-age, heterosexual relationships that lead to marriage and a nuclear 

family; on the other hand, tabloid newspapers traffic in tropes of licentious, sexually-

liberated female subjects. I argue that both discourses do violence to young women’s 

claims to personhood by constructing them as promiscuous (either because they are 

too ignorant to practice what NGOs define as “safe” sex, or because they are 

“modernized”), and hence, immoral. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 See Ugandan Ministry of Health (2012) for recent trends in HIV infection rates.  
87 Like much development jargon, “sensitization” does not translate directly into Uganda’s dominant 
local language, Luganda. The most common translation is “okuyigiliza,” which gives a sense of 
acquiring new information. But speakers usually code-switch to English when referencing 
“sensitization.” See Cheney (2007) on the challenges of translating English development terms into 
local Ugandan languages.  
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 Finally, I suggest that female students engage with these media messages in 

surprising and sometimes contradictory ways, rooted in self-making practices that 

locate value in the extension of one’s personhood through interpersonal relationships 

and publicity (as elaborated in Chapter II). I combine insights from performance 

studies with analyses of African personhoods to reveal how female students 

manipulate NGO and tabloid images in order to cultivate their ideal state of “being 

known” (okumanyika). While students couch this state in contemporary celebrity 

discourse, it also resonates with “fame” in the Munnian sense.88 While linked to long-

standing practices, students’ innovations reveal profound shifts in techniques of 

gendered selfhood in post-liberalization, post-HIV success Uganda. 

 

From taboo to tabloid: Sex and development in Uganda’s public sphere 
 
 In the late 1980s, Uganda’s newly-minted President Museveni sought to 

revitalize Uganda’s economic and political institutions following decades of internal 

conflict. In concert with the IMF and World Bank, he instituted a platform of political 

and media liberalization with far-reaching effects for Uganda’s public sphere.89 While 

the country’s media outlets had previously been few and government-owned, the 

1990s and 2000s spawned multitudes of independent radio and print outlets operating 

in English90 and dozens of local languages. Concurrently, Uganda witnessed a 

proliferation of international development agencies and NGOs.  

 The above developments aligned most dramatically in the form of Uganda’s 

national HIV awareness campaign in the early 1990s. Funded by major international 

donors, the “ABC” (Abstain, Be faithful, use Condoms) initiative was the first large-
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88 In Munn’s iconic text, The Fame of Gawa, she describes how successful participation in Kula 
exchange increases players’ “fame,” or, “virtual form of influence,” which in turn leads to the positive 
expansion  of intersubjective space-time (1986:116). For the purposes of this chapter, it is enough to 
note that students create value though activities designed to build personal renown. 
89 See Ocitti (2005) for a history of Uganda’s media sector from 1990 – 2005. 
90 English is Uganda’s national language. 
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scale AIDS awareness campaign in sub-Saharan Africa. In the wake of Uganda’s 

lowered rates of HIV during the 1990s, the ABC campaign was hailed as a “success,” 

though its effectiveness has since been re-evaluated by public health experts and 

social scientists.91  Regardless of the ABC campaign’s success or failure,  its 

architecture and machinery ushered Ugandans into the ongoing era of “sensitization.”  

Image 14. An early BCC poster that promoted “zero grazing,” a phrase that refers to limiting the 
number of one’s sexual partners. 

 

 Today, Ugandans are regularly “sensitized” on issues ranging from hygiene to 

girlchild education (see Chapter I to voting rights. Sensitization – or behavioral 

change communication (BCC) - campaigns commonly draw upon international 

human rights discourse. For example, a 2013 roadside billboard informed commuters 

that internet access is a UN-sanctioned “human right.” BCC campaigns, by their very 

nature, hinge upon the figure of the autonomous, rights-bearing, decision-making 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 This “success” has since become a matter of debate. See, for example, Green et al. (2006) and Gray 
et al. (2006). For in-depth analysis of the role of individual behavior change versus large-scale shifts in 
sexual networks, see Thornton (2008). 
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individual.92 It is this individual who is meant to adopt specific behaviors regarding 

sexual expression. 

 Prior to the ABC campaign, matters of sexuality were absent from Ugandan 

media. Sexuality in general has long been – and in many respects, still is – a taboo 

topic among the Baganda (Nampewo 2008; Tamale 2008). However, the proliferation 

of HIV awareness messaging served to normalize public discussion of sex (Parikh 

2004; Sadgrove 2007). A combination of this new-found openness and media 

liberalization policies wrought an efflorescence of tabloid newspapers; Uganda’s 

tabloid sector is now the most robust on the continent (Gatsiounis (2011).  

 Along with the tabloids, mass media began to feature images of modern 

romance, tied both to the fidelity espoused by public health interventions and to 

multinational consumer marketing. Today, music videos, advice columns, radio 

shows, and locally-produced soap operas (such as the aforementioned popular drama, 

The Hostel, that chronicles the loves and lives of university students) contribute to 

emergent discourses of romantic love, commodity consumption, and modern 

courtship. These discourses animate the work of public health NGOs and tabloid 

media, to which this chapter now turns.  

 

Sensitization, empowerment, emancipation 
 
 Population Services International’s (PSI) office is located in one of Kampala’s 

poshest suburbs, a neighborhood of gentle green hills and paved roads where 

expatriate residents jog and walk their dogs. Headquartered in Washington DC, PSI is 

one of three major global health NGOs that operate in Kampala. PSI’s health 

promotion initiatives are funded by multi-million-dollar grants from USAID, 

European governments, and UN agencies. Their Kampala office is cluttered with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
92 Cheney (2007) and Christiansen (2011) identify this feature of BCC campaigns in Uganda. 
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artifacts of such social marketing campaigns, such as branded condoms and glossy 

brochures. Like most NGOs in Kampala, PSI’s staff primarily comprises Ugandan 

development professionals; at the same time, the organization is embedded in 

transnational flows of information, materials, and human resources. 

 By comparison, Artivists 4 Life does not have a permanent office. The young 

artivists meet in the studio of a larger global health project affiliated with Makerere 

University. The organization is run by a Canadian graduate student who is 

simultaneously directing, and cultivating a thesis project about, A4L’s public 

awareness campaigns. Although A4L’s leadership emphasizes the central role of the 

organization’s youth members in designing and producing public awareness 

materials, a Canadian board of directors has the final say on proposed campaigns. 

A4L and PSI differ in scale and overall mission; however, their philosophies, 

strategies, and products are remarkably similar. This should come as no surprise, as 

both organizations rely on Western donor funding to operate, both are staffed by 

middle-class Westerners and Ugandans, and both are imbricated in mainstream 

international development milieus. 

 In contrast to the earnestly professional work spaces of PSI and A4L, the Red 

Pepper’s newsroom – located far outside of town due to security concerns93 - has but 

one piece of paper affixed to the wall. It bears an image of a bikini-clad woman with a 

handwritten message declaring, “If you play pussy, you get fucked.” At least one 

male staffer displays pornographic images as his computer wallpaper. When a BBC 

reporter asked a female RP staffer whether the décor made her feel uncomfortable, the 

staffer replied that it did, but that she felt powerless to address it. The Red Pepper’s 

internal gender dynamics mirror the politics of its print matter. For example, one of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
93 The Red Pepper antagonizes the federal government with its political coverage and is periodically 
subject to police raids and vandalism attempts. 
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the RP’s most popular features is a comic strip called Hyena. In this comic, the Hyena 

character graphically recounts his sexual escapades - many, if not all, of which fit 

legal definitions of rape in various countries. Western readers, and socially 

conservative Ugandans, often find the Red Pepper to be offensive and in poor taste.  

 The Red Pepper’s editor, Rugendo, aims to provoke, and his strategy is paying 

off. Rugendo founded the Red Pepper in 2001, while he was a student at Makerere 

University, as an homage to his favorite British tabloid, The Sun. Currently, the RP 

has one of the widest readerships in Uganda and draws international attention for its 

political reportage and no-holds-barred approach to nudity and violent imagery. 

Rugendo was awarded a 2012 Archbishop Tutu Leadership Fellowship to recognize 

his contributions to press freedom in Uganda, and he was subsequently featured in an 

Al-Jazeera documentary about fellowship recipients. 

 Despite the idiosyncrasies of the above three media producers, they exemplify 

their respective sectors with regard to working assumptions about “sensitization.” 

Like all buzzwords,  the meaning of “sensitization” is ambiguous and polysemous.94 

However, it is possible to identify key features of what I term the “sensitization 

model” as it is commonly deployed in Uganda. PSI, A4L, and the Red Pepper 

instrumentalize assumptions about knowledge, personhood, and modernity in their 

sensitization projects. This model can be extrapolated from PSI and A4L’s statements 

of purpose:  

Encouraging healthy behaviors and empowering the vulnerable in the countries we serve to 
make smart decisions regarding their health is at the center of PSI's work (PSI Nd). 

 
Artivists 4 Life seeks to “inform, sensitize and empower our communities on issues that effect 
[sic] them” (A4L Nd.). 

 
These statements make several assumptions about the workings of knowledge in the 

lives of their target populations; these assumptions underpin the sensitization model. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 See Cornwall (2007) on the role of buzzwords in international development.  
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The statements suggest that vulnerable people make poor decisions because they are 

unaware of the consequences of their actions and/or the existence of alternative 

choices. This lack of awareness mires them in a state of disempowerment. It is 

therefore the task of NGOs to intervene in individuals’ and communities’ ways of 

being by introducing actionable knowledge. These interventions are predicated on the 

assumption that, once a target group is “sensitized,” or, informed, about their 

problematic behavior, group members will terminate said actions and adopt new, 

NGO-sanctioned forms of behavior. This “behavior change” is often glossed as 

“empowerment.”95 

 According to this framework, when a critical mass of individual actors 

become empowered, “development” occurs (Ferguson 1994). Likewise, development 

projects fail when NGOs do not transmit knowledge effectively or when target 

populations do not assimilate said knowledge correctly (e.g. Ferguson 1994; Morris 

2008). Accordingly, in the A4L meetings that I observed, discussion centered on 

crafting messages that would resonate with an imagined local public, as well as with 

the urban youth in A4L’s youth empowerment program. Staff members brainstormed 

slogans and images to promote monogamy, condom usage, and openness about 

romantic relationships. For example, A4L designed a campaign titled, “Be proud of 

your partner,” to encourage youth to talk openly about their girlfriends and 

boyfriends. A4L’s Director assessed the efficacy of this campaign in terms of the 

number of youth program participants who informed staff members about their 

romantic relationships. In general, the “success” or “failure” of a sensitization 

campaign was thought to hinge on the efficacy of the messages in and of themselves; 

secondarily, A4L’s director cited participants’ adherence to cultural norms (such as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95 See Chapter I for further critique of “empowerment” in international development. 
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polygamy and sexual discretion) as a hindrance to the success of sensitization 

messaging.  

 Kampala’s tabloid editors profess a similar understanding about the qualities 

and utility of knowledge. Specifically, Rugendo asserts that the paper fosters 

development in the form of “women emancipation” by informing young women about 

their right to wear skimpy clothing. As he explained in an interview: 

People don’t think it is fine for somebody to put on a mini skirt in a public place. For us, it is 
fine and  the more we expose this, the more we generate debate about it, the more the young 
women feel it’s fine… For us, you need to look at the manifest - sorry, the latent - intention in 
our coverage of some of this stuff. It is to generate debate, and that debate will help [young 
women] to appreciate themselves.96 

 
Although the Red Pepper does not publish directives in the sense of the A4L mural, 

Rugendo appeals to a newly circulating idea of autonomy by arguing that his paper’s 

propagation of images of scantily-clad women serves to familiarize young women 

with their emerging corporeal/sartorial freedoms. Rugendo’s colleague at The Onion, 

a rival tabloid newspaper, draws a direct line between these freedoms and national 

development: 

Nowadays a girl can say things like ‘this is my body. I can do what I want with it’… so we 
pay them money and they pose for us. It’s called development (Kampala Dispatch 2011).  

 
The Red Pepper, The Onion, PSI, and A4L all understand development as the 

instantiation of individual freedoms97 as exemplified in the figure of an autonomous 

decision-making individual - the figure at the heart of the sensitization model. The 

model itself hinges on a particular understanding of knowledge and personhood, as 

most famously elucidated by sociologist Anthony Giddens. According to Giddens 

(1991), the hallmark of modern selfhood is the practice of “reflexivity,” or, "the 

routine incorporation of new knowledge or information into environments of action 

that are thereby reconstituted or reorganised" (Giddens 1991:243). According to this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96 Interview with Rugendo, June 28, 2011. 
97 See Sen (1999) for more on this model of development.  
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model, knowledge is discrete, partible, and transferable. When employed by NGOs 

and tabloid papers, the model implicitly differentiates between “types” of 

knowledge,98 and privileges expert knowledge over local knowledge. When a subject 

becomes sensitized, they discard their “cultural” knowledge (e.g. “It is appropriate to 

date older men” or “It is important for women to dress modestly”) and replace it with 

expert knowledge (e.g. “I should only date men my own age,” or “It is my right to 

wear miniskirts in public”). In this sense, it is not simply the incorporation of “new” 

knowledge that NGOs and tabloid papers aim for, but the replacement of cultural 

knowledge with “technical,” or rights-based knowledge. 

 Taken together, public health organizations and tabloid media producers 

espouse an understanding of development (and hence, modernity)99 that manifests in 

individual rights and agency, especially with regards to decision-making. Both sectors 

see themselves as knowledge distributors such that the given knowledge will prompt 

recipients to make choices in line with national development objectives, whether that 

be reduced HIV transmission rates or the realization of new rights for women. 

However, as we will see in the next section, these understandings become muddled 

when deployed in outreach efforts and media productions.  

 

Modernity claims, morality claims  
 
 In this section, I look more closely at how NGO and tabloid media outfits 

deploy the sensitization model in their engagements with, and depictions of, 

university women. It is helpful to first review each entity’s conceptualization of their 

intended audiences. In an internal document, PSI lists the qualities that constitute their 

“target audience”:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98 See Kratz (2010) for discussion of “technical” versus “cultural” knowledge in international 
development. 
99 As Karp (2002) explains, development discourse always comprises ideologies of modernity. 
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 Young Girls 
• 14-20 years old 
• In-school 
• May have low self value and self esteem 
• Subject to peer pressure (want to have the same material things are their friends) 
• Easily influenced 
• Low negotiating skills 
• Little or no disposable income. 
• Looking for the quickest and easiest route to acquiring things that they want but do not 

necessarily need (Cross Generational Sex therefore appealing) 
• Urban and peri urban (PSI Nd) 
 
By contrast, Rugendo explains his target readership thusly: 

Our typical reader is somebody who loves to have fun, is young, is…dresses casual-smart. It’s 
a woman. They’re free about their dress. Very ambitious. Maybe drives a nice car, or is 
anticipating to drive a nice car and possibly started working or they’re still in school and they 
love sports. They  idolize models and stuff like that, you know... They love nice cars, nice 
phones, nice stuff, nice everything about them. That’s what we look at. They’re into tweeting; 
they’re into Facebook, you know.100 

 
As discussed in the previous section, both seek to cultivate modern subjects among 

their respective audiences. However, they present divergent, if overlapping, 

perspectives on what constitutes a modern young woman in contemporary Uganda. 

PSI and A4L advocate a modern femininity rooted in sexual restraint and responsible 

consumption. Meanwhile, the Red Pepper promotes sexual freedom and material 

acquisitiveness. While PSI seeks to train university women to be forward-looking and 

goal-oriented, the Red Pepper assumes that university women are already ‘Very 

ambitious.’ While neither discourse is totalizing nor free from internal contradictions, 

both assert their own moral rightfulness. Despite their differing, and, at times, 

ambivalent stances towards female students’ sexuality, public health and tabloid 

discourse produce surprisingly uniform constructions of female students as 

promiscuous, and hence, immoral.  

 From 2007 to 2009, PSI’s Uganda affiliate, PACE, ran a USAID-funded 

multi-media campaign entitled “Cross-generational sex stops with you!” The 

cornerstones of this campaign were billboards in and around university campuses and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 Interview with Rugendo June 28, 2011. 
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at major traffic intersections in Kampala, radio spots, and a peer outreach program at 

universities throughout Uganda, known as “Go-Getters.”101 During the same time 

period, A4L painted anti- sugar daddy murals on Makerere campus and a youth center 

across town. Interviews with PSI and A4L staff, and analysis of internal documents 

and public awareness materials, reveal elements of Giddens’ vision of modernity. In 

Giddens’ analysis, the modern subject orients his actions to “the future” by virtue of 

calculated, information-based choices taken with particular goals in mind (Giddens 

1991).   

 Although neither campaign explicitly instructs female students as to what sort 

of relationships they should be pursuing, when placed in the context of PSI’s other, 

highly visible, campaigns, it is clear that students should be preparing themselves for 

monogamous marriages with same-age partners in which they will utilize family 

planning methods and produce small nuclear families. Presumably, this is “the future” 

to which students (and the nation at large) should be orienting themselves. 

 According to a PSI program brief, the campaign’s “key message” to female 

students is “plan for long-term goals and consider the consequences of short term 

gains” (PSI Nd). This overarching goal is elaborated in the rationale for the Go-

Getters program: 

This program therefore aims to empower young girls with the ability to recognize their worth, 
plan for  their future and to be ‘Go-getters’ (aggressive and enterprising persons). Once this 
has been achieved, the appeal of Sugar Daddies should reduce considerably as these girls will 
recognize their lives as worth [more] than material things. They will be more focused on the 
long term (PSI Nd).  

 
Likewise, in a popular PSI radio spot, a female narrator reprimands young women for 

their consumerist desires and supposed ignorance about HIV transmission.  

Girls! The gifts, the nights out, the cash, can never be worth your life and future. Older men 
are taking advantage of you and putting you at risk of HIV infection in exchange for these bu 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
101 PSI Uganda started Go-Getters as a pilot program with the intention of expanding throughout East 
Africa. Go-Getters was financially supported by USAID and Coca-Cola.  



! 116!

[small] things. This practice is called cross generational sex. Respect yourselves, do what I 
do. Say ‘no’ to sugar daddies. Cross generational sex stops with you (PSI Nd).  

 
In the above quote, PSI implicitly underlines its role in creating the marked category 

of ‘cross-generational sex.’ Although intergenerational relationships have long been 

the norm in Uganda,  public health organizations – in accordance with UNAIDS and 

other major donors  - seek to “rebrand” these relationships as aberrant.   

 Finally, PSI billboards picture young, attractive university students surrounded 

by expensive consumer goods. The text encourages girls to distinguish between their 

“wants” and “needs,” and reject relationships with “sugar daddies” [See image 13]:  

 You might want these material things…but do you need HIV? Say no to Sugar Daddies. 
  
 You might want the phone, meals out and fancy clothes…but do you need HIV?102  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 15: PSI anti-cross-generational sex billboards. 

These PSI productions, in concert with the A4L murals, present a hegemonic 

framing of cross-generational relationships as something that older men tempt young 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 PSI billboards. 
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women into with promises of material goods. PSI and A4L presume that female 

students participate in these relationships because they lack self-worth, “life skills,” 

and biomedical knowledge, and prioritize “wants” over “needs.” They further 

presume that young women’s desires for material goods and older male 

companionship are ignorant, short-sighted, and self-defeating. PSI and A4L attempt to 

sensitize young women to the ignorance of their choices by introducing knowledge 

about the value of romantic love and the importance of “the future.” In this 

formulation, young women demonstrate empowerment by resisting men’ advances, as 

illustrated in the A4L mural that introduced this chapter. 

 The vision of modernity promoted by PSI and A4L is devoid of desire, both 

sexual and consumer-based. Morality is demonstrated through physical and financial 

restraint. The heavy-handed nature of these campaigns enforces the image of the 

female university student as weak-willed, irrational, ignorant, and improperly 

desirous of sex and material commodities. In doing so, these campaigns reinforce 

long-held notions of women as “jumpy,” as discussed in Chapter II. 

 While public health campaigns promote modern forms of personhood, the 

execution of these campaigns undermine the very qualities that constitute this 

personhood. PSI’s Go-Getters program claims to empower young women to be 

assertive, but the program’s effectiveness is measured in term of how well young 

women comply with external directives (for example, PSI’s internal literature 

classifies students into “behavers” and “non-behavers” based on the type of romantic 

relationships they engage in). The word “empower” literally means “to give power or 

authority to” (Merriam-Webster 2004) which is hardly the sense portrayed in the 

radio presenter’s invective to “do what I do.” Further, the billboards showcase 

coveted consumer goods and attractive college students who access them, while 
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simultaneously chastising young women who pursue these goods. In these messages, 

NGOs appeal to girls to reject tangible symbols of modernity (phones, fancy clothes, 

cars) in favor of intangible constructs of modernity such as “true love” and “the 

future.” These contradictions are not lost on female students.103  

 Much like PSI and A4L, the Red Pepper defines female university students 

according to the things they consume, or wish to consume. However, unlike public 

health NGOs, the Red Pepper celebrates the physical trappings of modernity. For 

example, a recent feature lauds a female student (Karungi) for her ability to extract 

capital from her older male partner. The title of the article reads, “Rewards! MUBS104 

glamour girl Karungi eats big. Top lawyer buys her ride.”  In the accompanying 

photo, Karungi appears smiling, confident, and relaxed. This image is juxtaposed with 

a photograph of a new car, presumably the one that Karungi has just been gifted [See 

image 14]. The article continues, “The pair have been spotted countless times having 

fun at exclusive places. In fact we are further told, Karungi and her loaded counsel 

recently visited Malaysia for just shopping and fun.” The image of modernity 

portrayed here is one of hedonism and conspicuous consumption on a global scale, 

with the university woman as its primary driver. While departing from public health 

discourse in terms of proper modes of consumption, this image capitalizes on the 

figure of the autonomous individual involved in a pure romantic relationship. 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
103!According to Grace, “modern” is rendered in Luganda as okyilongosemu, which includes the meanings of 
“newer” and “better,” and is often linked to technology. Thus, PSI’s calls to reject consumer electronics in 
the name of modernity are particularly ironic.  
104 Makerere University Business School.  
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Image 16: The Red Pepper celebrates Karungi’s new car. 

 This image ties into Rugendo’s philosophy about development and personal 

freedoms.  

For us, the way I understand women emancipation, it is also about the physical emancipation, 
the appreciation of your dress, the appreciation of your appearance is also part of the women, 
feminist  cause. We have stopped the stereotypes against women before. That, you know, for 
you, you’re supposed to sit down. You’re not supposed to dress beyond this level, you know. 
For us, we are saying this is perfect about it and women are free to come out and even pose 
for our cameras. There’s nothing wrong with it. That’s what I was calling physical 
emancipation.105  

 
Despite Rugendo’s feminist rhetoric, the Red Pepper’s coverage of young women 

seems designed to titillate, rather than extol. A recent RP article on university women 

is entitled, “Campusers looking for rich men exposed,” and features a full-page spread 

of female students in provocative poses wearing very little clothing [See image 15]. 

According to the article, these photos were downloaded from the women’s Facebook 

pages. Much like Karungi, the women appear smiling and confident, and, apparently, 

they authored and disseminated the images of their own volition via Facebook. While 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
105 Interview with Rugendo, June 28, 2011. 
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Rugendo undoubtedly considers this an example of women’s “physical 

emancipation,” the headline introduces an element of public shaming. By claiming to 

“expose” these women, the Red Pepper suggests that their dress and actions are 

worthy of public censure. The Red Pepper’s dual axis of shame and celebration 

undermines the modern womanhood it claims to promote by implicitly conjuring – 

and valorizing -  the specter of traditional modesty that female students circumvent.  

 

 

Image 17: Red Pepper coverage of cross-generational sex. 

 

 The contexts in which public health and tabloid representations of female 

students are embedded differ pointedly. But when removed from these contexts, the 

representations are almost interchangeable [See image 16]. In each image, an 

attractive, educated young woman is surrounded by coveted modern commodities. It 

is only the immediate the relationship between the woman and the commodities that 

differs: in the public health image, the woman desires the commodities; while in the 

tabloid image, she already possesses them. This distinction is reflected in the 

women’s facial expressions. The former appears distraught while the latter appears 
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content. In both images, the university woman is defined in terms of her consumerist 

accoutrements; in both images, she is either in a relationship with an older man, or 

considering the benefits of such a relationship. These images reflect and reinforce 

each other and produce a powerful, almost hegemonic, discursive construction of the 

female university student.  

   

 

Image 18: Juxtaposition of PSI and Red Pepper imagery of university women. 

 

 Grace and Libby suggest that, by advertising the relationship between sugar 

daddies, desirable commodities, and “educated” women, these billboards 

inadvertently promote cross-generational sex: 

 Grace: Actually, it can even attract [girls] more.  
 Libby: Yeah, for real.  

Grace: Because, like, these things they do if, like, a sugar daddy’s going to give you this, this, 
and that. Now that person is, like, getting an idea of that. So me, I think it’s even worsening 
things.  

 Libby: Like, ok, if I got a sugar daddy I might… 
 Grace: Get that.106 
 
By calling for university women to refrain from engaging in sugar daddy 

relationships, PSI and A4L establish that university women (at least, those who have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106 Interview with Grace and Libby, January 2012. 
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not yet been taught how to ‘behave’) are immoral and promiscuous. By “exposing” 

university women who participate in these relationships, the Red Pepper draws the 

same conclusion. In this regard,  tabloid and public health media produce strikingly 

similar representations of female university students. But why do students find the 

first discourse riveting and the second one, passé? In the next section, my analysis of 

conversations with Grace and Libby provide clues to this discrepancy. 

 

Cross-generational sex starts with you! 
 
 My informants never mentioned public health campaigns of their own 

volition, with the exception of a joking post on Grace’s Facebook wall that read, 

“cross-generational sex starts with you!” In order to access my informants’ reactions 

to public health materials on and around campus, I had to explicitly direct 

conversation to particular materials. This presented a marked contrast to students’ 

frequent and enthusiastic talk about tabloid papers. While this discrepancy is not an 

absolute measure of students’ levels of engagement, it does point to certain social 

facts about their modes of engagement with the above media productions. I believe 

that these modes of engagement, in turn, reveal features of female students’ self-

making strategies. !

 Grace and Libby are presumably the intended targets of public health and 

tabloid media alike. They engage in sexual relationships with older men and flaunt the 

spoils of these relationships, such as I-phones and fancy watches. They frequent 

Kampala’s most expensive clubs and bars (never paying for their own drinks) and 

sport the latest urban fashions, such as four-inch heels and mini skirts in “shouting” 

colors. Both come from middle-class urban families and are academically adept. 

Grace, in particular, serves as something of a leader among her peers, and doles out 

advice on sex, love, and relationships. Grace and Libby have given birth to one child 
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each; these children are cared for by their extended families. When asked about their 

reactions to public health interventions on campus, they dismissed the relevance of 

such campaigns to their own goals and concerns: 

Brooke: No, but the [A4L] mural, like when you saw it on campus what was your thought 
when you saw it? 

 Libby: No, I just looked. I’m like ‘eh’. I don’t want to know. 
 Grace: Usually it doesn’t create an impact. 

Libby: Nothing at all. We do what we want to do. No one is going to put up posters and tell 
me not to see a sugar daddy when I have my issues. I want…as in, that is what makes me 
happy. 

 […] 
Libby: Yea. Then [NGOs] would say AIDS and all that, yet the little ones also have AIDS. 
They are actually worse than the sugar daddies…seriously. Me, I used to fear big men and 
now I’m like ‘this guy’s so sweet!’ And afterwards I’m like ‘ok.’ The little boys are actually 
worse. They stray too much. The big guy is thinking about money, his family. He’s looking 
for money. He’s not going to cheat on you like a little boy. 

 Grace: I don’t even know why they call them sugar daddies.  
 Libby: White people, they don’t look at age as anything.107  
 
In the above excerpt, Grace and Libby express resistance to public health 

interventions on several grounds. First, when Libby insists that “little ones” (male 

college students) are more likely to be infected with HIV than sugar daddies, she 

prioritizes campus, or, local, knowledge over expert knowledge generated by 

international public health actors. Second, in an implicit recognition of NGOs’ claims 

to modernity, Libby stakes a counter-claim by referencing “white people’s” 

acceptance of cross-generational relationships. Because “white people” are the 

originators of modernity, Libby insinuates, their habits and predilections trump local 

billboards’ directives. Finally, as they elaborate in the excerpt below, Libby and 

Grace are simply not inclined “to know” what NGOs want to teach them.  

 In the below discussion of public health outreach programs on campus, Grace 

and Libby explain that college students are too assured of their own expertise to pay 

such programs any heed: 

 Grace: At times it is like sensitization… 
 Libby: At campus usually people don’t have time for those. 
 Grace: The people usually don’t have time. If it was in high school you would listen.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
107 Interview with Grace and Libby, August 30, 2011. 
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Libby: Yeah, high school they would teach us about using always condoms. They do that in 
high school. 
Grace: Yeah, it really, really helped me in high school. But in campus I never attended any of 
them,  never. Not even a rally, not even what. I’m too busy. And again you’re like ‘I know 
everything’. By now you know, you think you know. Even if you don’t, you just think you 
know. But in high school, you know you’re green. In high school, yeah, it really helped; 
campus, I think very few people went. Have you ever? 

 Grace: Uh uh. Me, I didn’t have time. I would just go for my lectures.108 
 
In this discussion, Grace explains that she valued HIV awareness programs in high 

school because she was “green” and aware of her ignorance regarding sexual and 

reproductive health. By the same token, Grace insists that, because university students 

are confident in their understandings about sex and relationships, they foreclose the 

possibility of assimilating new knowledge.  

 The above conversations reveal fundamental discord between public health 

NGOs’ assumptions of female students’ ignorance and receptivity to technical 

knowledge, and students’ self-conceptions as well-informed and secure in their 

understanding of ‘issues that effect [sic] them.’ In a particularly ironic twist, the key 

behaviors that PSI and A4L seek to induce in female students are acts of refusal and 

self-assertion. These are the very acts that Libby performs when she rejects public 

health messaging and proclaims, “We do what we want to do.” 

 Anthropologist Kristen Cheney (2007) has noted the “paternalism” of 

sensitization programs in Uganda, which partially accounts for Grace and Libby’s 

resistance to these campaigns. However, I suggest that students take umbrage not just 

at the paternalistic tone of sensitization messaging, but at the negation of forward 

progress these messages embody. Libby and Grace perceive a disjuncture between 

their secondary school selves and their current selves that indicates a life stage 

progression. Despite PSI’s insistence that “the future” will be ushered in through 

sexual abstention and consumer restraint, students experience PSI’s campaigns as a 

call to stagnation. As I discuss further below, Grace and Libby are engaged in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
108 Interview with Grace and Libby, August 30, 2011. 
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processes of “building themselves up” (Barnes 1990) through knowledge production 

and dissemination as they move through the life course.109 PSI would have them 

reverse this process and revert to younger (both in terms of chronological and social 

age) versions of themselves.  

 While one might argue that Grace, Libby, and their friends represent only a 

fraction of MAK’s student body, Grace’s impressions of the futility of public health 

campus outreach campaigns are born out in PSI’s internal monitoring and evaluation 

reports (PSI Nd). PSI’s Uganda Country Director informed me that she declined to 

renew their anti- cross-generational sex campaign after reports revealed that, while 

students correctly identified the “risks” of cross-generational relationships as 

portrayed in PSI’s campaign, their relationship behavior did not change over the 

course of the campaign.110 In other words, while students “knowledge” of the risks of 

cross-generational relationships was high, they did not incorporate this knowledge 

into their decision-making processes. This failure was read by PSI staff as a failure of 

students’ reflexivity and further proof that students had not yet appropriated modern 

ways of being, despite the NGO’s best efforts. 

 On the other hand, students actively engage with the Red Pepper. Many times 

throughout my fieldwork, I found students huddled around issues of the Red Pepper, 

giggling and gossiping over the images within. Students co-opt the language of 

celebrity in their discussions, in which they strategize how to avoid Red Pepper 

photographers, whom they term “paparazzi,” but delight in their “fame” when 

pictured. In addition, students use the Red Pepper’s reach to their own ends. On 

several occasions, students submitted unflattering photographs of their peers to the 

Red Pepper, or were victims of this action by others. This practice is a key means by 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
109!See Parikh (2004) for a related discussion on how participation in “romance” can signal a new life 
stage.!
110 Interview with Susan Mukasa, December 25, 2011.  
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which students seek to tarnish – or, “undo” - other peoples’ reputations in the context 

of peer disputes. Red Pepper photographs at times revealed students’ romantic 

partners in compromising positions with other women, thus troubling these 

relationships. At the same time, being pictured in the Red Pepper with one’s current 

beau serves to validate that relationship.  

 These strategies resonate with features of African personhood discussed in 

previous chapters. Here I want to highlight how students incorporate tabloid 

newspapers into their self-making projects, based on an understanding of “the self” as 

relational and performative. In this sense, one must constantly produce one’s self 

through practical activities, guard against others’ efforts to unravel these productions, 

and occasionally work to “undo” others’ self-presentations.111 One endeavors to 

continuously expand the “reach” of one’s self (glossed by Grace and Libby as “being 

known”) by, in part, cultivating channels through which select information can flow. 

It is important to remember that, “Far from being understood in terms of individual 

autonomy or self-sufficiency, [this form of personhood’s] signature was control over 

the social production of reality itself” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001:274). And what 

better way to control the social production of reality than by manipulating 

representations of yourself and your peers in Uganda’s “most loved”112 newspaper?  

 In the below conversation, Grace and Libby tack back and forth between 

discussion of the Red Pepper, Facebook, and real-time interactions with peers, all in 

reference to their larger project of ‘being known.’ 

Grace: And the other time [the Red Pepper] got my picture from Facebook, they put me there 
as Kampala’s what? Kampala’s hot campus chick, something like that. They put my full 
names, the company I work for…Like how I’m sassy and sexy and what, oh God! It was so 
annoying.  

 Libby: Did you feel good? That was a good comment. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111 See Comaroff and Comaroff (2001) on the work of “undoing” others in the process of establishing 
oneself as a person. 
112 This accolade was reported by Kampala Dispatch (2011).  



! 127!

Grace: I didn’t feel good cause they’re making money on me, yet they’re not paying me, and 
they don’t have my permission. I don’t feel good…Red Pepper had downloaded all our photos 
on Facebook, all…Yeah, I’ve realized that I’m so famous, so known. I have 5,000 friends [on 
Facebook], 5,000 subscribers. Everywhere I go they’re like ‘I know you from Facebook!’ and 
I’m like  ‘ok, now what’s your name?’ 

 Libby: Like celebrity. 
 Brooke: Did you say it’s also part of your job, ‘being known’ and meeting people? 

Grace: Yeah, yeah. It’s part of my job, being known, cause when [Red Pepper readers] know 
me they  know who I work for. They always get to know my company. It’s part of my job 
description, PR.113  

 
This conversation reveals students’ ambivalence towards having their photos 

published in the Red Pepper. While Grace initially expresses annoyance for having 

her photos published without her consent or financial compensation, Libby prompts 

her to recognize the positive nature of the coverage. As the conversation continues, 

Grace reveals connections between RP coverage and her cultivation of the positive 

state of “being known,” both in terms of her job in the public relations department of 

a building supply company, and in her personal life wherein she revels in being 

recognized by strangers.  

 At times an ally, at times an antagonist, female students’ interactions with the 

Red Pepper are always participatory and meaningful. The paper acts as an interlocutor 

in students’ lives, addressing and participating in their most important relationships. 

RP is a resource in students’ self-making projects, that validates their existing 

relationships and aids in building new ones. As discussed in Declarations of 

Promiscuity, these relationships form the scaffolding for students’ current and future 

livelihoods. But for the purposes of this chapter, I argue that students invest in the Red 

Pepper due to its potential to “make” persons in a more ephemeral sense.  

 Anthropologist Karin Barber notes that audiences are not “ready-made 

congregations,” but that “[performances] convene those congregations and by their 

mode of address assign them a certain position from which to receive the address” 

(Barber 1997:353-4). In the sense that public health and tabloid media productions are 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Interview with Grace and Libby, August 30, 2011. 
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“performances,” we can take a closer look at how they delineate and shape who is and 

is not among their addressees. As noted in the previous section, because public health 

organizations position themselves as arbiters of modernity, the students they address 

are necessarily positioned as pre-modern. The Red Pepper similarly positions itself as 

a bastion of modernity, but considers the female students within its pages as 

simultaneously modern subjects-in-the-making and already-modern collaborators. 

When I asked Grace to describe students who do not appear in the Red Pepper, she 

answered as below: 

If, like, you do not hang out, you do not…you’re not on Facebook, actually. And you’re not 
hot (laughs). And you’re not hot, definitely not hot, cause it’s hard for Red Pepper to put in 
someone who’s not hot. They always look for the hotties in town.114  

 
Thus, according to Grace, those students who do not appear in the Red Pepper are 

those who don’t participate fully in modern lifeways. Broadly speaking, the Red 

Pepper crystallizes who is important and worthy of “being known” in Kampala. PSI 

and A4L, on the other hand, attempt to convene an audience with so many internal 

contradictions – empowered/not empowered, modern/premodern, assertive/obedient - 

it ceases to exist.  

 Not only does Red Pepper convene an audience that Grace and Libby identify 

with and aspire to belong to, but the publication acts as a resource for entering the 

world of the “known.” Grace and Libby capitalize on Red Pepper coverage to 

convene their own audiences of admirers. Grace values the reputation she gains 

through Facebook and the Red Pepper, and she speaks derisively of peers who do not 

command the same renown. Grace’s valuation of this “publicity” is not simply 

narcissism or self-aggrandizement – it is evidence of positive progression through the 

life course.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
114 Interview with Grace and Libby, August 30, 2011. 
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 In Chapter II, I argued that young Ugandan women participate in self-making 

projects in which personhood is a “mode of becoming” dependent on the continuous 

cultivation of relationships and reputation (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001; see also 

Barber 2007). In this context, it is more valuable and life-affirming to produce and 

disseminate highly curated knowledge about oneself, than to receive pre-packaged 

knowledge from external actors. To refrain from sugar daddy relationships as the 

NGOs instruct, or to be absent from the pages of local tabloids, would be to court 

“social death” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001:271). To Grace and Libby, this is a 

much more immediately troubling prospect than the risk of biological death from 

HIV/AIDS.  
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!
Image 19: University students argue with a photographer on their graduation day. 

 
 
 In 1990, Makerere University’s student body comprised 10,000 students, all of 

whom were supported with full government scholarships. Twenty-five percent of 

these students were women, and they were housed in the university’s three female 

dorms. In 2004, enrollment skyrocketed to 40,000 students, with the vast majority 

paying their own tuition. Female students then made up fifty percent of the student 

population and sought accommodation in private hostels surrounding the university. 

In the intervening decade, enrollment numbers have remained constant, but university 

infrastructure has not evolved to meet the influx of students. The cause of the 

university’s “decline” is clear – in 1990, President Museveni agreed to the World 

Bank’s conditions for economic structural adjustment and privatized Uganda’s higher 

education sector. Also in line with international funding agencies directives, 

Museveni instituted an affirmative action policy for female students. Thus, in the past 

decade, Uganda has become home to a critical mass of women with post-secondary 

degrees. What is far less clear – and what I have sought to illuminate in my 

dissertation – are the ways in which female students embody the designation of 

“educated woman.”  
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 This dissertation has explored the lived experiences of female university 

students at Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda, in the context of dramatic and 

contested gender-based education reform. I have suggested that these reforms - in 

opposition to their gender equality aims – compel novel sexual and consumption 

practices that undermine female students’ opportunities for success. Each chapter of 

my dissertation (in addition to the Introduction and Conclusion) speaks to an 

underlying question: Why do educated, financially stable young women engage in 

sexual transactions that incur significant biomedical and social risk?  

 I complicate this seemingly simple question by theorizing constructions of 

value, morality, and gender in Uganda, and by delineating the social, political, 

historical, and economic contexts of Kampala’s sexual economy. I describe the effects 

of recent education reform, market and media liberalization, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 

and evangelical Christian movements on the structure and nature of contemporary 

sexual relationships. While identifying continuity with precolonial and colonial 

norms, I foreground the factors that distinguish my informants’ practices from those 

of preceding generations.  

 As the image that opened this chapter attests, my informants have graduated 

from university and are now pursuing careers and relationships throughout East 

Africa. On February 24, 2014, Uganda’s President Museveni signed into law the Anti-

Pornography Act (colloquially known as the “anti-miniskirt act”) and the Anti-

Homosexuality Act. Due to the establishment of these laws, Uganda’s sexual 

landscape has become even more highly politicized than it was during my fieldwork. 

My informant, Grace, for example, who was notorious for her micro-mini skirts, told 

me that her closet is now full of leggings that she must wear beneath her skirts to 

avoid harassment and arrest. Two of my other informants have, in the past year, 



! 132!

sought asylum abroad due to their emerging identification as lesbians. In the wake of 

this legislation, it remains to be seen how current university students contend with 

new regulations on their sexualities, and what new strategies they will create in their 

attempts to embody educated womanhood.   
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