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WRITING ABOUT SEXWORK: 
aus afrikanischen Perspektiven
Interview mit der Schriftstellerin Virgina Phiri

Ishraga M. Hamid traf die Autorin Virginia Phiri in Harare, der 
Hauptstadt Simbabwes und sprach mit ihr über das Thema ihres 
zuletzt erschienenen Buches “Highway Queen”, über Sexarbeit.

V
irginia Phiri wurde 1954 in Bu-
lawayo, Simbabwe geboren. 
Die in Harare arbeitende Au-

torin und anerkannte Spezialistin für 
afrikanische Orchideen veröffenmtli-
cht ihre Romane und Fachartikel auf 
isiNdebele und Englisch. Gemeinsam 
mit anderen Autorinnen gründete 
sie 1990 “Zimbabwe Women Writ-
ers” und 1996 die “Zimbabwean Aca-
demic and Non-Fiction Authors Asso-
ciation”. Bekanntheit erlangte Virginia 
Phiri durch ihre Romane „Desperate“ 
(2002), „Destiny“ 2006 und „Highway 
Queen“ 2010. Andere Beiträge finden 
sich in Anthologien und Zeitschriften. 
„Writing sexuality“ war einer der span-

nenden Beiträge bei der Yari Yari Kon-
ferenz in Ghana, über die ich in der 
letzten Ausgabe der „Frauensolidar-
ität“ (Nr. 125) berichtet habe und die 
im Mai 2013 von der „Organisation 
of Women Writers in Africa“ organ-
isiert wurde und an der 60 Schwarze 
Schriftstellerinnen, Künstlerinnen, 
Wissenschaftlerinnen, Filmmacherin-
nen und Kulturschaffende aus Afrika 
und der Diaspora teilnahmen. 

Ishraga M. Hamid: Virginia, why 

should one write about sex workers?

Virginia Phiri: The question asked by 
Dr. Ishraga Mustafa, by many others 
such as academics, researchers and 

through my writing. The fact that my 
books have been recommended as 
prescribed texts at High Schools, Col-
leges, Universities and other research 
institutions gives me confidence and 
strength to write and give more talks 
about sex workers. Several students 
both at home and abroad are making 
use of my books as part of their mate-
rial for their PhD studies.
I must say that it is sad that those who 
have benefited from food, medica-
tion, accommodation and even edu-
cation that has given them top jobs 
in industry, commerce, academia and 
even politics have not aknowledged 
the kindness or their sex worker rela-
tives. It is a pity that these women 
have been treated this way. Of course 
one would say it is because of the 
stigma attached to this work but I say 
it is a lame excuse. These acknowl-
edgements would also teach all of us 
something in terms of sacrifices. There 
are so many dangers in sex work such 
as diseases, violence and even death. 
For countries like Zimbabwe it is ille-
gal to be a sex worker which is nor-
maly termed as „prostitute“, a harsh 
word indeed. When arrested for so 
called loitering for purposes of pros-
titution, women are arrested and pay 
fines from their hard earned money. 
We have never heard of a man who 
was ever arrested for buying sex and 
yet they are quite visible. Sex discrimi-
nation is at play here.
I would like to express my happi-
ness that sex workers here at home 
and other third world countries are 
pleased with the work that I am do-
ing about them and their lives in my 
books. Some can read but there is 
never enough time to sit down and 
read, but some of their friends read 
the books and tell them what it is all 
about. At times they hear of talks that 
I get invited to and the few that make 
it come to listen to me talk. At times 
one or two of them that are not shy 
also contribute at the talks. I am very 
much in touch with the sex workers, 
wanting to know what is going on in 
their lives and families. Whenever I 
have a bit of money to spare I help 
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them buy groceries and at times med-
ication if they are not well.
HIV and AIDS is also a big challenge in 
sex working as at times men pay more 
for no protection and at times women 
get tempted but slowly they are learn-
ing that this is dangerous for them.
Since I have written so much about 
this work I am glad that even if those 
in authority do not really like my topic 
they have learnt something from it 
to such an extent of realising that we 
have a huge probelm on our hands 
that needs to be solved. These des-
perate women should be catered for 
under some form of Social Security. It 
is poverty that drives these women to 
work in this field. 

Your novel Highway Queen is about 

a taboo theme in Africa: 

How was the reaction of the society 

to your novel?

Highway Queen, being about a taboo, 
because sex work is never discussed 
openely, it shocked and upset a good 
number of people when it was pub-
lished but by the time it was launched  
two months later people had come to 
terms with the issues addressed in the 
book. These were loss of jobs, poverty, 
diseases, lack of sound education, and 
crime due to the failed national econ-
omy. The society now realises that this 
was a mirror of what was happning in 
our communities and they seem grate-
ful for the book. Even teenagers have 
read this book as issues in the book 
also affect them. The book has made 
it into educational systems such as 
colleges, universities and research in-
stitutions at home and abroad, apart 
from being read for leisure. I feel that 
I have done something for humanity 
and this is part of my activism work. 

As an activist, do you work with 

the sex workers in your country to 

empower them? And how?

As an activist I work with sex work-
ers through their seniors as these are 
reliable and most of the time sober. 
They are able to pass along to fellow 
sex workers important information in 
relation to their work such as HIV and 

AIDS, protection, safe sex and general 
hygien. This is the most effective way. 
The women take their seniors serious-
ly. The seniors also get involved in talks 
and discussions that I get involved in 
once in a while when an opportunity 
arises. As this is a taboo topic there 
are not many oprtunities for talks. The 
last one was hosted by the Embassy of 
Spain in Harare on 28 February, 2012 
and attracted a lot of interest from re-
searchers, women‘s organisations, the 
health sector and the curious general 
public made up of men and women. 
The event  was so important that it 
was even attended by the Head of UN 
Women in Zimbabwe. One of the sen-
ior sex workers who has been working 
since the 1970s also attend and spoke. 
Both my books Desperate (2002) and 
Highway Queen (2010) were read and 
discussed. I am glad that there was 
also media coverage. I am still grateful 
to the Embassy of Spain for providing 
such an opportuniity.

Are there any indicators that the sex 

workers know about your novel?

Sex workers are very much aware of 
my books Desperate (2002), Highway 
Queen (2010) and The Diary of a Sex 
Worker (1996), a short story published 
in the two local languages. Like I said 
earlier my books are used for educa-
tional purposes. I think this is because 
there is something in them to learn 
about life in general, not only about 
poverty and diseases. Those few sex 
workers that can read have shared the 
contents of the books with their col-
leagues and this has been very much 
appreciated. The women feel that 
their stories are being told instead of 
just being whispered about in the cor-
ridors and sanitary lanes. I deal with 
sex workers of all walks of life from 
urban and rural areas and those who 
work on the highways.

Vielen Dank für das Gespräch.

ordinary readers from both Africa and 
the rest of the world on why I write 
about sex workers is simple for me to 
answer. I keep my reasons solid and I 
stand by them.
First of all the whole business of sex 
work has so much stigma that it is ta-
boo for people to openly talk about 
it and yet this profession has helped 
desperate women fend for their im-
mediate and extended families.
The most important reason why I write 
about sex workers is that they are un-
sung heroines whose stories have not 
been told due to shame and embar-
rassment. I decided to take it upon 
myself to tell stories of the women 
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