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Youth,  HIV/AIDS and the Importance of Sexual Culture 

and Context 

 
 

Introduction 

 
Twent y years of  t he sub-Saharan HIV/ AIDS epidemic has impressed upon us t he ext ent  t o 

which t his disease is far more t han a public healt h challenge.   As i t  ravishes f ragi le 

economics,  decreases l i fe expect ancies,  increases women’ s burdens,  generat es orphans and 

decimat es t he dreams and fut ures of  mil l ions of  people,  HIV/ AIDS has become not hing less 

t han t he most  ominous development  chal lenge facing t he Af rican cont inent .   Cont emplat ion 

of  t he sheer magnit ude of  t he social repercussions brought  in t he wake of  HIV/ AIDS incurs 

t he risk of  crippl ing our senses and blocking t he imaginat ion needed for addressing t his 

crisis.   Indeed,  t he personal impact  is sharpened rat her t han mit igat ed by t he real izat ion 

t hat  t his disease is,  af t er al l ,  almost  ent irely prevent able.   The poignancy of  t his simple but  

painful t rut h was clearly art iculat ed in 1991 when President  Museveni of  Uganda declared 

t o his parl iament :  ‘ They are t el l ing us t hat  a t hin piece of  rubber st ands bet ween us and 

t he fut ure of  our cont inent ! ’  (Museveni 1997).   St i l l  t oday,  more t han a decade af t er t he 

t ime of  t hat  st at ement ,  many hopes for Af rica are vest ed in t hat  t hin piece of  rubber.   

Primary prevent ion t hrough behaviour change involving safer-sex pract ices is st i l l  t he most  

viable and pot ent ial ly ef fect ive opt ion for halt ing t he spread of  HIV/ AIDS in t hese resource 

poor count ries where af fordable t reat ment  is lacking (Davis and Weller,  1999;  Donovan and 

Ross,  2000;  Pequegnat  and St over,  2000).  

This paper focuses on t he socio-cult ural cont ext  in which t he enact ment  of  ‘ high-

risk’  yout h sexual act ivit y t akes place.   It  is divided int o t wo part s:   t he f irst   examines t he 

general body of  research on HIV/ AIDS and yout h,  wit h part icular reference t o Sout h Af rica;  

t he second discusses some recent  f indings f rom ongoing et hnographic research at  St  

Wendolin’ s,  a peri-urban Zulu-speaking communit y in Durban,  on aspect s of  sexual cult ure 

t hat  enhance t he spread of  HIV/ AIDS.  Current ly i t  is est imat ed t hat  bet ween 30-40% of  t he 

adult  populat ion of  KwaZulu-Nat al is HIV infect ed (Whit eside and Sunt er 2000).   As a whole,  

Af rican communit ies in t he great er met ropoli t an Durban area,  and indeed t hroughout  

KwaZulu-Nat al province,  represent  high seroprevalence epicent res for HIV/ AIDS.    

Venier and Ross (1997) have demonst rat ed t hat  in communit ies wit h high 

seroprevalence rat es,  most  new HIV/ AIDS infect ions occur during adolescence.   For Sout h 

Af rica more general ly,  i t  is est imat ed t hat  over 60% of  HIV infect ions occur before t he age 

of  25 (Abt  Associat es,  2001).   For young women bet ween t he ages of  15 and 24,  HIV 

seroprevalence is est imat ed t o be bet ween 23% and 27%.  For men of  t his same age group,  

seroprevalence is bel ieved t o be bet ween 8% and 15% (UNAIDS 2000).   Such high rat es of  

HIV infect ion in young people have led t o t he Sout h Af rican yout h gaining t he reput at ion of  

being one of  t he highest  risk groups for HIV/ AIDS in t he world (Sout h Af rican Depart ment  of  
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Healt h 1999).   Indeed,  over 80% of  AIDS pat ient s current ly bedridden at  King Edward VIII 

Hospit al in Durban (t he largest  provincial hospit al) are young people,  part icularly women,  

in t heir t went ies (Bat eman,  2001).  

In t he midst  of  such a crisis,  i t  is vit al  t hat  an underst anding of  yout h sexual cult ure 

and t he cont ext  of  high-risk sexual act ivit y be developed.   Such an underst anding should 

provide t he basis upon which programmes aimed at  promot ing safer sex pract ices are 

based.   This paper at t empt s t o demonst rat e t hat  such an underst anding const it ut es more of  

a fut ure research agenda for yout h and HIV/ AIDS st udies,  rat her t han a ref lect ion on t he 

genre of  exist ing l i t erat ure and epist emological nat ures of  most  st udies t o dat e.  

 

 

Youth and HIV/AIDS  
 
The arrival of  t he HIV/ AIDS epidemic more t han t went y years ago in t he developed world 

prompt ed many st udies on yout h and HIV.   Much of  t his publ ished research was conduct ed 

among high school and col lege st udent s in an at t empt  t o discern knowledge of  t he virus,  

at t i t udes t owards t he disease,  and t he sexual behaviour of  t he general adult  populat ion 

(see Bowie and Ford,  1989;  Siegel et  al ,  1991;  Hingson and St runin,  1992 for examples).   

While few moved beyond basic surveys which est abl ished basel ine dat a,  some explored t he 

pot ent ial for condom use (Edgar et  al ,  1992;  Ku et  al ,  1994),  ot hers looked at  measuring 

and classif ying adolescent  risk-t aking (Buzwell and Rosent hal,  1996),  and some considered 

t he relevance of  part icular behavioural change models (Ingham et  al ,  1992).   Such st udies 

on yout h in t he West  provided good models upon which researchers in Af rica could draw 

when t he Af rican HIV/ AIDS epidemic present ed it self  several years lat er.   Yet ,  while t here 

were cert ainly t hings t o be gleaned f rom such st udies,  especial ly in t erms of  ident if ying key 

variables for research,  t hey were and are of  l imit ed value for underst anding t he 

part icularit ies of  t he Af rican HIV/ AIDS epidemic.    

Perhaps t he most  signif icant  f inding t o emerge f rom t hese st udies of  t he developed 

world was one t hat  should have informed t he Af rican research agenda early on and direct ed 

t he at t ent ion of  researchers t o t he need for a bet t er underst anding of  t he socio-cult ural 

cont ext  of  sexual behaviour.  This was t he discovery t hat  high levels of  awareness and 

knowledge of  HIV appeared t o have had l i t t le impact  on int ended sexual behaviour of  young 

people (Di Clement e,  1990;  Slonim–Nevo et  al ,  1991).   Unfort unat ely,  i t  would t herefore 

seem t hat  such lessons learnt  f rom t he developed world have had very l i t t le impact  on t he 

Af rican research agenda.   A review of  t he research on yout h and HIV/ AIDS,  including local 

Sout h Af rican st udies,  reveals t hat  most  researchers cont inue t o see a need for exploring 

knowledge and at t i t udes in case  t hey may st i l l  provide ‘ missing l inks’  in our underst anding 

of  why high levels of  awareness and knowledge amongst  yout h have not  led t o any 

signif icant  behavioural change.  

As a populat ion sub-sect or charact erised by at t i t udes and behaviours such as 

not ions of  infal l ibi l i t y (Green et  al ,  2000),  sexual experiment at ion and high t urnover of  
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sexual part ners (Krahne and Reiss,  1995;  Lear,  1995;  Akande,  1997;  Varga,  1997),  young 

people have been of  int erest  t o researchers since t he st art  of  t he HIV/ AIDS epidemic in 

Af rica.   Richt er’ s (1996) st udy of  age of  onset  of  sexual act ivit y showed t hat  Sout h Af rican 

yout h became sexual ly act ive on average bet ween t he ages of  13 t o 15 years.   Such 

st at ist ics are borne out  by informat ion received f rom provincial hospit als in t he great er 

Durban area,  where girls as young as 13 are current ly being diagnosed HIV-posit ive.   This 

age group represent s adolescence,  t he t ime period in which t he development  and 

format ion of  sexuali t y is t aking place.   This development al period may be const ruct ed and 

conduct ed in such a way as t o of fer some prot ect ion against  HIV/ AIDS,  or i t  may promot e a 

sexuali t y t hat  enhances vulnerabil i t y and makes people prime candidat es for new infect ion.  

What  is of  int erest  in much of  t he Af rican research on HIV/ AIDS and yout h is t he 

conclusion drawn by many researchers t hat  an analysis of  t he socio-cult ural cont ext  of  

sexual act ivit y is necessary for underst anding t he fact ors propell ing or mit igat ing t he 

spread of  HIV/ AIDS.   Yet ,  few local researchers have act ual ly delved int o t his ef fusive,  

complex and highly equivocal arena cal led ‘ sexual cult ure’ .   Ongoing work by Kelly and his 

associat es (Kelly,  2000;  Kelly and Parker,  2000;  Kelly and Nonj eke,  2001;  Nt labat i  et  al,  

2001) and t he current  aut hor (Leclerc-Madlala,  1997,  1999,  2001a and b),  are examples of  

Sout h Af rican st udies where high risk yout h sexuali t y is concept ualised primari ly as an 

environment al,  social and cult ural problem t hat  of t en and ef fect ively dis-enables yout h 

f rom t ransforming safe-sex knowledge int o funct ional,  healt h-promot ing,  safer-sex 

behaviour.   As such,  t his genre of  research moves beyond t he well-worn approach t o t he 

problem of  HIV/ AIDS as being a problem locat ed wit hin t he individual,  and buil t  around 

west ern-derived t heories of  human behaviour and rat ional decision-making processes.   For 

t he most  part ,  int ervent ions in Af rica and elsewhere have rel ied upon t he assumpt ion t hat  

correct  informat ion on t ransmission and prevent ion would lead t o behavioural change 

(Fishbein,  2000;  Muli ,  2000;  UNAIDS, 1999).   Wit h our local HIV/ AIDS st at ist ics cont inuing t o 

skyrocket  beyond expect at ion,  we must  conf ront  t he fact  t hat ,  for t he most  part ,  our 

agendas for research and int ervent ion have t hus far done very l i t t le t o af fect  t he course of  

t he epidemic.  

 

 

African Research 
 
Schwab Zabin and Kiragu (1998) provide one of  t he most  ext ensive analyses of  adolescent  

risk-t aking behaviour in sub-Saharan Af rica.   Fact ors such as female sexual submissiveness,  

ent renched convict ions of  male dominance,  high levels of  sexual violence,  social 

accept ance of  t he ‘ sugar daddy’  phenomenon,  and t he fear of  HIV/ AIDS leading men t o 

seek relat ions wit h a pool of  increasingly younger women and girls have al l  been ident if ied 

by t hese aut hors and ot hers as unique feat ures of  t he Af rican set t ing,  and which inf luence 

t he high rat es of  HIV/ AIDS.  Gage (1998) provides an analysis of  t he ‘ rat ional’  way in which 

adolescent s make ‘ irrat ional’  decisions.   The use of  cont racept ives,  including t he condom, 



 

 5

and decisions on whet her and when t o engage in sex,  are seen by Gage as comprising a 

complex cost -benef it  analysis t hat  inf luences adolescent  sexual decision-making.    

A descript ive st udy of  HIV-relat ed issues among Kenyan adolescent s has been 

provided by Nzyoko et  al  (1997).   Here,  t he behaviour of  young people at  popular t ruck 

st ops was examined wit h regard t o t he expect ed implicat ions for HIV t ransmission.   

Focusing on sout hern Af rica,  Kalunde (1997) examined t he behaviour of  yout h in Zambia,  

not ing how HIV/ AIDS was not  perceived as a personal t hreat  t o t he l ives of  young people,  

despit e very high seroprevalence rat es in t hat  count ry.   Such bel iefs seem t o prevail  

t hroughout  t he subcont inent .   Tanzanian yout h are one of  t he best  st udied sect ors in t erms 

of  sexual behaviour and HIV/ AIDS.   St art ing in t he early 1990s,  a number of  variables 

represent ed in t hat  populat ion’ s high-risk prof i le have been analysed,  including t he age of  

sexual debut ,  levels of  condom use,  awareness of  condoms and knowledge of  AIDS (Kapiga 

et  al ,  1991;  Klepp et  al,  1994;  Mnyika et  al ,  1995;  Lugoe et  al,  1996).   These st udies 

represent  a dominant  t rend in HIV/ AIDS and yout h research in which measurable and 

quant if iable variables are discerned but  largely de-cont ext ual ised;  however,  research by 

Fuglesang (1999) has at t empt ed t o explain t he high-risk nat ure of  cont emporary sexual 

cult ure t hrough an analysis of  past  and present  modes of  sex educat ion in Tanzania.  

Researching adolescent s’  awareness of  and responses t o HIV/ AIDS in Zimbabwe 

since 1992,  Basset t  and Sherman (1994) reveal a famil iar pat t ern of  cont emporary lack of  

discussion on mat t ers of  sexualit y in homes.   In l ight  of  t hese f indings,  a lat er phase of  t his 

research considered how t eachers might  be t rained t o lead classroom discussions wit h 

adolescent s on HIV/ AIDS and how t he impact  of  such school-based discussions could be 

assessed (Woelk et  al,  1997).   Some of  t he signif icant  f indings t o emerge f rom t hese st udies 

were t he large gaps t hat  exist ed bet ween young men and women on issues such as t he 

women’ s meaning of  t he word ‘ no’ ,  whet her sex was necessary for t he cont inuat ion of  a 

relat ionship,  and t he fact  of  social accept ance and normalizat ion of  sexual coercion.  

In l ine wit h research on HIV/ AIDS and yout h in t he developed world,  most  of  t he 

research on t his t opic in Af rica in general,  and sout hern Af rica in part icular,  has been 

quant it at ive work focusing on variables t hat  cont ribut e t o r isk-t aking.   Since t his consist s 

largely of  out -of -cont ext  analyses of  HIV knowledge levels and report ed sexual behaviours,  

t he main body of  t hese st udies consequent ly ignores complex social int eract ions and 

cult ural ly informed norms which inf luence sexuali t y and det ermine t he probabil i t y of  

behaviour change.   For Af rican st udies on adolescence and HIV/ AIDS in general t here is a 

need for more research t hat  t akes as i t s point  of  depart ure t he idea t hat  sexuali t y is a 

socio-cult ural const ruct ion wit h deeply imbued meanings and complex symbolic 

represent at ions,  whose combined inf luence can and does ef fect ively override any ‘ rat ional ’  

decision-making around sexual behaviour.  
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Sout h Af rican st udies 
 

A review of  t he Sout h Af rican l i t erat ure reveals a similar paucit y in t he area of  research 

designed t o give insight  int o t he range of  yout h sexual dynamics as t hey apply t o and are 

shaped by specif ic social and cult ural phenomena.   However,  t here have been some 

at t empt s in t he past  few years t o rect if y t his sit uat ion.   The Sent inel Sit e Monit oring and 

Evaluat ion Proj ect  (see Kelly 2000) is such an 

example.   Begun in 1999,  t his research was conduct ed at  six sit es t hroughout  Sout h Af rica,  

ranging f rom deeply rural t o highly urbanised locat ions.   Through a quest ionnaire schedule 

supplement ed wit h quali t at ive crosschecking of  dat a,  t he research focussed on cont ext ual 

fact ors inf luencing yout h responses t o HIV/ AIDS wit hin each specif ic locat ion.    

Wit h t he result s of  t hese st udies in hand,  t he researchers have commenced phase 

t wo of  t he proj ect :  t he aim here is t he use of  qualit at ive met hods t o look more deeply int o 

t he variables t hat  are shaping sexual pract ices and behaviours of  cont emporary yout h 

(Kelly,  2001).   To dat e,  signif icant  f indings t hat  have emerged f rom t hese st udies include 

evidence t hat  in sit es wit h a high level of  media penet rat ion,  yout h are beginning t o show 

signs of  responding appropriat ely t o reduce HIV infect ion risk.   In t he words of  t he aut hors,  

t he development  of  ‘ cult ures of  risk prevent ion which are self  perpet uat ing’  such as 

condom use amongst  non-cohabit ing yout h,  are st art ing t o t ake shape (Kelly,  2001:5).    

Ot her f indings include marked age dif ferences bet ween part ners in t he f irst  sexual 

experience,  and t he concept  of  ‘ being fait hful t o one part ner’ :  t hese were report ed t o be 

t he most  social ly accept able opt ions t hat  yout h t hemselves suggest ed as being relat ively 

easy t o achieve.   What  makes t his nat ional st udy st and out  f rom t he maj orit y of  HIV/ AIDS 

and yout h research in Sout h Af rica is t hat  i t  moves beyond what  could be described as a 

cont inuing obsession of  local researchers wit h st udying at t i t udes t owards and report ed use 

of  condoms,  in an ef fort  t o underst and t he gap bet ween knowledge and pract ice.    

In t he early 1990s,  research st udies conduct ed on Sout h Af rican yout h and HIV/ AIDS 

were largely survey-based in an at t empt  t o det ermine levels of  knowledge and t o assess 

prevalent  at t i t udes t owards HIV/ AIDS and condom use (Friedland et  al,  1991;  Naidoo et  al,  

1991;  Nicholas,  1992;  Berkel et  al,  1991;  Roos et  al ,1995).   Early st udies by Abdool-Karim et  

al  (1991 and 1992a) sought  t o underst and t he barriers faced by young people regarding 

safer sex pract ices,  and hence ident if y ways of  halt ing t he rapidly rising rat es of  HIV 

infect ion.   Work by Prest on-Whyt e and Zondi (1991 and 1992) and Prest on-Whyt e (1994) 

highl ight ed t he import ance of  fert i l i t y in Af rican communit ies as represent ing anot her 

barrier t o t he pract ice of  safer sex.   From t he mid 1990s onwards t here was a growing t rend 

in Sout h Af rican research t owards t he document at ion of  pat t erns of  t hinking and behaving 

t hat  point ed t o t he role of  socio-cult ural inf luences leading t o part icular out comes.    

Two nat ional surveys conduct ed at  t his t ime at t empt ed t o discern levels of  yout h 

knowledge,  at t i t udes and pract ices (see Richt er,1996;  Nat ional Progressive Primary Healt h 

Care Net work,  1996).   Bot h surveys found high levels of  HIV/ AIDS knowledge in some areas 
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but  l i t t le educat ion on mat t ers of  sexualit y ot her t han misinformat ion obt ained f rom peers.   

Also not ed was t he general social inst abil i t y t hat  charact erised t he l ives of  many of  t he 

yout h.    In 1999 t he Medical Research Council  report ed on a maj or survey of  adolescent s in 

Durban which found t hat  over 50% of  t he yout h bet ween t he ages of  14 and 22 were 

sexually act ive.   Similarly,  May et  al,  (2000) examined t he challenges faced by Sout h 

Af rican yout h as t hey mat ured in a societ y charact erised by high rat es of  HIV/ AIDS.   St udies 

among homeless yout h and st reet  chi ldren,  who represent  part icularly high risk groups,  

revealed dangerous const ruct ions of  sexuali t y which encompassed survival sex,  rape and 

relat ionship sex on t he st reet s  (Richt er et  al,  1994;  Richt er and Swart -Kruger,  1995;  Swart -

Kruger and Richt er,  1997).   Alt hough t hese surveys were direct ed  primari ly t owards 

knowledge,  at t i t udes and pract ices,  t hese aut hors concluded t hat  HIV/ AIDS prevent ion 

could not  be achieved wit hout  ref lect ions on t he wider cont ext  of  sexualit y (Swart -Kruger 

and Richt er 1997).  

In 1999 t he loveLife Campaign began a f ive-year nat ionwide research and 

evaluat ion init iat ive in an ef fort  t o f i l l  t he void in large-scale research on Sout h Af rican 

adolescent s;  t he aim was t o of fer a comprehensive underst anding of  how adolescent s have 

or have not  alt ered t heir behaviour in t he face of  t he AIDS crisis.   It s init ial evaluat ion at  

t he close of  2000 revealed t hat  t here was a movement  amongst  some yout h t owards 

behavioural changes involving safer sex pract ices (loveLife,  2001).   Wit h i t s sl ick bi l lboard 

advert s,  magazine supplement s and t elevision programmes,  t he loveLife Campaign is by far 

t he most  visible,  of t en provocat ive,  and cert ainly t he most  far-reaching Sout h Af rican 

init iat ive undert aken t o address t he part icular needs of  yout h in t he cont ext  of  HIV/ AIDS.  

The research agenda forms part  of  a mult i-mil l ion Rand ef fort  t o underst and adolescent s 

and aims t o reduce HIV infect ion rat es among 15-20 year olds by 50% wit hin f ive years.   

While t hese ef fort s are laudable,  many yout h (and adult s as well) readily admit  t hat  many 

of  t he loveLife messages are confusing and not  easy t o int erpret .   Some complain t hat  t he 

whole direct ion and st yle of  t he campaign is t oo sophist icat ed t o be useful t o t he average 

Sout h Af rican young person in need of  clear,  st raight forward informat ion on sexual mat t ers.  

Not wit hst anding t hese recent  ef fort s at  more broad-based research,  t he body of  

st udies on Sout h Af rican yout h and HIV/ AIDS st udies are small  scale and locat ion-specif ic.   

However,  many of  t hese small st udies have shed import ant  l ight  on t he myriad fact ors 

shaping yout h sexuali t y and t he dynamic of  high-risk behaviour.    For example,  a st udy by 

Mayekiso and Twaise (1993) in t he East ern Cape explored sexual educat ion amongst  a 

sample of  high school girls,  and provided much insight  int o t he challenges t hey faced.   A 

furt her explorat ion of  sexual behaviour in t his same region was undert aken by Buga et  al  

(1996).   The glaring lack of  cross-generat ional discussion on sexual mat t ers emerged as a 

key concern for al l  t hese researchers.   Oliver (1996) undert ook a similar but  larger st udy in 

t hat  region,  involving bot h boys and gir ls in an ef fort  t o ascert ain t he nat ure of  t he 

st rongest  inf luence on t hese young people’ s sexual act ivit ies.   While girls nominat ed 

‘ rel igious bel iefs’  and ‘ mot hers’  as t heir great est  inf luence,  boys nominat ed ‘ f r iends’ .   Bot h 
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professed a keen int erest  in much great er educat ion by t eachers and parent s on mat t ers of  

sex and cont racept ives.  

St rongly-held not ions of  infal l ibi l i t y by Sout h Af rican yout h,  art iculat ed t hrough 

bel iefs t hat  t hey are at  low risk for HIV infect ion,  cont inue t o be document ed.   Friedland et  

al  (1991) not ed t hese views early on in t he epidemic in a st udy of  sexually act ive universit y 

st udent s.   A decade lat er,  Kelly (2000) recorded t hese same views in set t ings ranging f rom 

a nort hern Cape t ownship t o a rural KwaZulu-Nat al vi l lage.   Risk-t aking as a way of  l i f e for 

Sout h Af rican yout h has been described by Maart  (1998) and ident if ied as a formidable 

barrier t o sexual healt h general ly.   St udies by Abdool-Karim et  al  (1992a,  b,  c) point  t o 

ongoing dif f icult ies faced by adolescent s in obt aining condoms,  as well  as negot iat ing and 

fol lowing t hrough wit h t heir use.   For Sout h Af rican yout h,  t here are st rong associat ions 

bet ween condoms and not ions of  unfait hfulness,  lack of  t rust ,  lack of  love,  disease and 

incompat ibi l i t y wit h manliness - al l  of  which cont inue t o provide barriers against  safer sex 

pract ices.   

The aforement ioned work by Prest on-Whyt e and Zondi (1991) provided a view of  

t he ‘ fert i l i t y conundrum’  as anot her barrier t o safer sex,  as girls fel l  under pressure t o 

prove t heir fert i l i t y before marriage.   Fat al ist ic at t i t udes of  yout h in KwaZulu-Nat al 

t oget her wit h negat ive coping st rat egies result ing in reckless and irresponsible sexual 

behaviour,  have also been described  (Leclerc-Madlala 1997).   That  st udy also looked at  

sexual violence and it s impact  on t he spread of  HIV/ AIDS.   The aut hor suggest s t hat  t he 

increasing rape st at ist ics may represent  men’ s at t empt s t o seek relat ions wit h younger gir ls 

in an ef fort  t o avoid HIV infect ion or t o ‘ cleanse’  t heir blood of  HIV,  in t he belief  t hat  sex 

wit h a virgin can cure AIDS (Leclerc-Madlala,  1997).   Socio-cult ural const ruct ions of  gender 

and HIV/ AIDS have been analysed in an at t empt  t o shed some l ight  on t he kinds of  cognit ive 

const ruct s and local explanat ory models used t o underst and cont emporary sexual behaviour 

in KwaZulu-Nat al (Leclerc-Madlala,  1999).    

While in-dept h long-t erm quali t at ive st udies are cert ainly t he except ion rat her t han 

t he rule for Sout h Af rican HIV/ AIDS research,  some short -t erm quali t at ive st udies do 

represent  valuable cont ribut ions.   St udies by Varga and Makubalo (1996),  Varga (1997),  and 

more recent ly Varga and Mellon (2000),  are such examples.   Here,  t he meaning behind t he 

mult iple sexual part nerships of  young men in t heir ef fort s t o secure isoka (womaniser) 

st at us are exposed,  as well  as  t he st rong peer pressure and social norms t hat  condone 

sexual violence and impede safer sex pract ices.   Jackson and Harrison (1999) examine t he 

disparit ies bet ween AIDS awareness,  and funct ional knowledge about  t he disease and 

sexuali t y more general ly.   The aut hors highl ight  t he plet hora of  sexual myt hs held by young 

people and t he loss of  t radit ional means of  sex educat ion t hat  have lef t  Sout h Af rican yout h 

vulnerable and confused when negot iat ing sexuali t y in t he cont ext  of  HIV/ AIDS.   Previous 

st udies by Nash (1990) and Webb (1997) have drawn similar conclusions about  Sout h Af rican 

yout h and t heir lack of  guidance on mat t ers of  sexuali t y t hat  forms a dangerous backdrop 

for t he spread of  HIV/ AIDS.    
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Ongoing st udies by Wood et  al  (1997,  1998,  2001) provide very incisive descript ions 

of  t he kinds of  peer pressures and social norms t hat  drive young people t o engage in high-

risk sexual act ivit y.   The high degree of  gender-based violence has been especial ly 

highl ight ed by t hese aut hors,  as well  as by Jewkes (2001),  as an import ant  part  of  t he 

environment  in which expect at ions of  and meanings at t ached t o sex are formed.   The 

normat ive violent  mat rix in which sexuali t y is embedded has obvious implicat ions for t he 

rapid rat e of  HIV t ransmission in t his count ry,  as Jewkes (2001) and Susser and St ein (2000) 

point  out .   Increasing gender-based violence has come t o be viewed as a maj or fact or 

inf luencing not  only increased growt h rat es of  HIV,  but  also STIs,  t eenage pregnancies,  rape 

and chi ld abuse.   Communit y responses such as virginit y t est ing in KwaZulu-Nat al have been 

analysed and discussed in t erms of  how t hey represent ing an ef fort  by communit ies t o curb 

t he rapid rise of  t hese int erlocked sexual healt h problems (Leclerc-Madlala 2001b).  

There is current ly a growing number of  post -graduat e t heses by Sout h Af rican 

st udent s based on primary research of  yout h sexuali t y and HIV/ AIDS,  and t hese wil l  no 

doubt  increase as t he epidemic grows and changes.   The chal lenge for fut ure researchers 

l ies in a more det ai led analysis of  how t he various component s ident if ied as cont ribut ing t o 

t he high-risk HIV/ AIDS prof i le of  yout h (i .e.  socio-cult ural norms of  gender inequali t y,  

sexual violence,  mult iple part nerships for men,  lack of  sex educat ion,  negat ive at t i t udes 

t owards t he condom, pressures t o prove fert i l i t y,  fat al ist ic at t i t udes,  dangerous myt hs 

et c….) are l inked t o and maint ained by a socio-sexual cult ure/ cont ext  t hat  makes 

behavioural change such a dif f icult y.     

Once t he respect ive nat ures of  t he art iculat ion of  t hese various component s of  t he 

cult ure/ cont ext  are bet t er underst ood,  researchers and int ervent ionist s might  be in a 

bet t er posit ion t o ident if y ways of  making an impact  on t he cont ext  t hat  would al low for 

great er act ivat ion of  choices t hat  might  work as HIV/ AIDS prevent ion measures.   As Nt labat i 

et  al  (2001:17) suggest ,  ‘ …t he development  of  a cult ure of  response t o HIV/ AIDS would 

need t o be developed as a guiding and perhaps rest raining cult ure rat her t han as an 

individual response based on rat ional choice and response’ .   Herein l ies t he chal lenge;  

addressing t he cont ext  which gives rise t o and reproduces t he enact ment  of  such a high-

risk,  unhealt hy sexuali t y amongst  t he yout h.  

 

 

 

A View from St Wendolin’s 
 
The sexual cult ure of  young people in t he Durban peri-urban set t lement  of  St  Wendolin’ s is 

one t hat  has undergone marked changes since t he mid 1990s and t he dawn of  democracy in 

Sout h Af rica.   Original ly est abl ished in 1895 as t he f irst  out st at ion of  t he nearby Mariannhil l  

Cat holic Mission,  St  Wendolin’ s has hist orical ly been a t ight ly knit  communit y of  Zulu-

speaking Cat holic convert s.   Over t he years,  successive waves of  people f rom rural Zululand 

and t he former Transkei have set t led in t he communit y,  t heir purpose being t o f ind 
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employment  in t he great er Durban area.   Today St  Wendolin’ s st i l l  ret ains i t s close-knit  

charact er amongst  t he older members of  t he communit y,  while many of  t he younger 

generat ion profess a waning sense of  root edness and belonging.   As a whole t he communit y 

is poor,  wit h an est imat ed unemployment  rat e of  around 40%.  Many of  t he employed work 

as unski l led fact ory workers,  domest ics or labourers in t he nearby Pinet own indust rial area.   

Today t he Cat holic church st i l l  has a great  inf luence in t he communit y and remains a cent re 

of  social act ivit y,  but  t his t oo is slowly dissipat ing as t he communit y grows.  

Some post -apart heid changes seen in St  Wendolin’ s have included bet t er roads,  

access t o elect ricit y,  piped wat er,  mass housing schemes,  and t he est ablishment  of  some 

small local businesses.   Amongst  t hese businesses have been t averns of fering modern 

surroundings,  space for dancing,  high-qual i t y music,  comfort able seat ing and a variet y of  

branded alcohol ic drinks for consumpt ion.   These recent ly-est abl ished modern venues 

represent ed a huge and prest igious leap upwards f rom t he previously popular 

neighbourhood shebeens.  

Owned and operat ed most ly by men f rom nearby urban t ownships,  t hese new 

ent ert ainment  est abl ishment s soon at t ract ed a male cl ient ele f rom bot h wit hin and out side 

t he communit y.   The female cl ient ele was drawn most ly f rom wit hin St  Wendolin’ s i t self .   

It  is f rom t he advent  of  t hese new t averns t hat  informant s t race t he real beginnings of  t he 

‘ sugar daddy’  phenomenon;  t hat  is,  sexual l iaisons involving young local women wit h an 

older cot erie of  men f rom bot h wit hin and out side t he communit y.   The growing incidence 

of  t hese sort s of  l iaisons soon became increasingly visible.    This in t urn brought  wit h i t  t he 

opport unit y (a rich one f rom a research point  of  view) t o explore t he nat ure of  changing 

sexual dynamics in St  Wendolin’ s and t o examine some deep-seat ed meanings at t ached t o 

sexuali t y and cont emporary sexual cult ure wit hin a rapidly changing Sout h Af rican 

communit y locat ed wit hin a global epicent re for HIV/ AIDS.  

There are many complex st rands t hat  comprise t he cont ext ual web in which sexual 

act ivit y in St  Wendolin’ s is embedded,  many of  which have been described elsewhere (see 

Leclerc-Madlala 1999).   Here I discuss one import ant  st rand t hat  I would suggest  is 

part icularly signif icant  t o underst anding t he cont inued high rat es of  HIV/ AIDS in t hat  

communit y,  and doubt less many ot her similar communit ies in Sout h Af rica.   This involves 

t he part icular t ransact ional nat ure of  sexual relat ions t hat  confer an economic dimension 

on sexuali t y,  and which plays a not  insignif icant  role in class format ion and t he 

development  of  social ident it y wit hin t he communit y.   For women,  and most  especial ly 

young unmarried women,  sexuali t y is concept ualised as a resource t hat  can be drawn upon 

for mat erial or economic advant age.   For example,  sex can be used t o secure a j ob or t o 

acquire mat erial benef it s of  various kinds f rom men.   The sexual economy operat es on a 

cont inuum or ‘ scale of  benef it s’ .   This ranges f rom t he t rading by women of  sexual favours 

in order t o secure basic needs (i .e.  food,  school fees and rent s),  t o t he use of  sex for 

obt aining expensive fashion accessories (e.g.  clot hes),   prest igious out ings (e.g.  invit at ions 
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t o dine at  rest aurant s and at t end cinemas),  and t he opport unit y t o ride in luxury cars or 

sleep in hot els.  

While t he economic aspect  of  sexual act ivit y is not  new t o t he communit y,  t here is 

a commonly-held view t hat  modern young women have become greedier in t heir sexual 

expect at ions.   As a dominant  narrat ive,  communit y members decry what  t hey say is modern 

women’ s blat ant  acknowledgement  of  and bragging about  t he mat erial advant ages t hat  

t hey seek and acquire as gif t s for sex.   The glaring consumerist  nat ure of  t he cont emporary 

‘ mat ing game’  is a popular t opic of  discussion,  especial ly amongst  young men who feel 

unable t o at t ract  girl f r iends because t hey cannot  meet  t heir gif t  expect at ions.   Many older 

informant s recall  small gif t s once given by men in exchange for women’ s sexual favours.   

These included bars of  soap,  small j ars of  Vaseline or hair combs;  basical ly i t ems of  a 

cosmet ic nat ure t hat  women accept ed as a way in which t heir male part ners said ‘ t hank 

you’  for t heir pleasure.   As one elderly woman put  i t :  ‘ Today our girls are l ike chickens,  

poking around here,  t here and everywhere.   And t hey cert ainly don’ t  want  soap.  Ha!   Most  

want  cel lphones. ’  

The rapid development  in recent  years of  a black middle class wit h money t o spend 

and a desire for mat erial goods has brought  in i t s wake an inevit able t ragedy.  In t he 

cont ext  of  high HIV/ AIDS rat es and a sexual cult ure underpinned by meanings which 

associat e sex wit h gif t s,  and manliness wit h t he abil i t y t o at t ract  and maint ain mult iple 

sexual part ners,  part icipat ion in t he cont emporary sexual economy may boost  one’ s social 

st anding but  wil l  simult aneously increase one’ s risk of  being infect ed wit h HIV/ AIDS (see 

Figure 1).   The younger women (+YW) in t urn are infect ing cohort s of  younger men (+YM) 

t heir own age,  who in t urn infect  ot her young women and grow up t o become HIV-posit ive 

older men (+OM) t hemselves.   Bot h set s of  women are giving birt h t o chi ldren,  some of  

whom are posit ive (+C) and some negat ive (-C) for HIV.   These chi ldren represent  t he 

growing orphan populat ion,  which is est imat ed t o reach 25,  000 in KwaZulu-Nat al by 2005 

(Abt  Associat es,  2001).  Thus t he high rat es of  HIV t ransmission cont inue.  
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Figure 1:   A Dominant  Pat t ern of  Sexual  Act ivi t y and HIV Transmission 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blame for t he current  HIV/ AIDS epidemic fal ls squarely upon women,  according t o 

local narrat ives in St  Wendolin’ s (Leclerc-Madlala,  1999).   This cognit ive const ruct  is 

similarly ref lect ed in t he communit y’ s dominant  narrat ives of  blame for t he growing 

consumerism, which is l inked t o cont emporary sexual relat ions.   Common discourse 

port rays men as passive vict ims of  HIV infect ion t hat  is carried by and passed along t hrough 

women.   Men’ s role in t he sexual economy is similarly port rayed as a passive one,  relat ive 

t o t hat  of  t he woman.   A man is expect ed t o show of f  his wealt h as a means of  est abl ishing 

himself  social ly and economically in t he communit y.   It  is t hrough t he act ual and visible 

‘ proof ’  of  having prest igious mat erial goods such as cel l  phones,  gold j ewellery,  quali t y 

clot hing and a luxury car (along wit h his associat ion wit h several women) t hat  a man is said 

t o acquire prest ige and ‘ respect ’ .    As one 23 year-old male st at ed:  ‘ A sl im l i t t le Nokia wil l  

do t he j ob for a while,  but  t o keep t he women f lowing you need a nice car. ’   His 19-year-
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old f riend added:  ‘ They (t he women) wil l  come t o you and want  you.   It ’ s l ike t hat ,  girls 

compet e.   If  you have nice t hings,  you can relax’ .  

Social pressure t o display one’ s wealt h visibly,  in an ef fort  t o est abl ish social 

st anding,  brings wit h i t  what  bot h young men and women describe as ‘ t he inevit able 

at t ract ions of  women’ .   In t urn,  commonly-held views maint ain t hat  men simply cannot  

resist  or refuse women’ s at t ract ions.   A man,  i f  indeed he is a man,  must  simply obl ige.   

Here,  convenient  shif t s in ways of  t hinking about  men are clearly visible.   Men’ s behaviour 

is of t en underst ood,  and t o some ext ent  excused,  t hrough represent at ions of  him as a 

helpless vict im of  t he powerful at t ract ions (and of t en wit chcraf t  act ivit ies) of  women.   Yet  

he is also represent ed and underst ood as t he aggressor,  t he act ive init iat or of  sexual 

act ivit ies,  and t he one who is act ive in acquiring and displaying wealt h.   These inconsist ent  

views and shif t s in represent at ion charact erise bot h men and women’ s views,  and are 

seldom reconciled.   For t he most  part  t hey serve t o j ust i f y men’ s sexual behaviour,  no 

mat t er how reprehensible.    

Two compet ing set s of  ideas underl ie and support  t he view of  man-as-vict im.   

First ly,  t hat  a man is ‘ l ike an animal’  wit h urgent  sexual impulses t hat  are ‘ nat ural ’  and 

cannot  be held back.   Here,  he is a vict im of  biological urges beyond his cont rol.   Secondly,  

t here is t he view t hat  a man is int r insical ly dut y-bound t o sat isfy women sexually.   Here he 

is represent ed  essent ial ly as t he vict im of  a cult ural const ruct .   Much as young men bel ieve 

t hat  sexual act ivit y is necessary for t hem t o maint ain good healt h and ‘ prevent  insanit y’  (as 

many assert ) so t oo do t hey believe t hat  sex is a necessary component  of  women’ s healt h.   

Women,  men say,  require not  only t he ‘ prot ein’  provided by semen but  also need regular 

relat ions wit h a man in order t o maint ain ‘ dignit y’  and womanliness.   According t o many 

informant s,  a woman wit hout  a regular sexual part ner is easi ly recognised.   An unkempt  

appearance,  a loud,  shri l l  voice,  aggressive manner,  or an overly expressive body language 

are t aken as signs of  a woman who is ‘ not  r ight ’  and who is not  properly ‘ cont rol led’ .   Wit h 

a man in her l i fe,  a woman ‘ comes right ’ ,  her behaviour becomes less ext rovert ed and her 

manner more mut ed and subdued.   Sexual relat ions wit h a man are viewed by bot h men 

and women in t his communit y as a necessary part  of  a wider proj ect  enhancing 

womanhood.   

Such views may point  t o changing const ruct ions of  womanhood in recent  t imes.   

Many previous st udies amongst  Zulu-speaking people such as t hose by Vilakazi (1965),  Krige 

(1968),  Ngubane (1977),  and Prest on-Whyt e (1991 and 1992) have emphasized t he role of  

reproduct ion and mot herhood in t he const ruct  of  Zulu womanhood.   Today,  young women 

are choosing  increasingly t o eschew marriage in favour of  a career,  and wit h t he help of  

modern cont racept ives,  I would suggest  t hat  many are increasingly avoiding or at  least  

resist ing social pressure t o prove t heir fert i l i t y.   Nevert heless,  i t  would seem t hat  sexual 

relat ions wit h a man is a necessary (perhaps minimum) requirement  in t he cont emporary 

social const ruct  of  womanhood.  
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Against  t his backdrop of  sex-for-gif t s,  increasing wealt h,  growing socio-economic 

inequal i t ies and pressures t oward conspicuous consumpt ion,  t oget her wit h deeply 

embedded not ions on t he part  of  bot h sexes of  t he necessit y of  sexual relat ions for healt h,  

gender ident it y and prest ige,  t he dominant  sexual cult ure leaves l i t t le room for men and 

women t o exercise various ‘ rat ional ’  choices t hat  might  work as HIV prevent ion measures.   

On t he cont rary,  I would suggest  t hat  t he st rong cult ural support  for a sexuali t y l inked t o 

economic expect at ion and social st at us provides a very fert i le cont ext  for t he cont inued 

growt h of  t he local HIV/ AIDS epidemic.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 
According t o Whit eside and St over (1997) t he ful l  macro-impact  of  t he sout hern Af rican 

AIDS epidemic may not  be felt  for anot her 50-75 years.   During t his t ime t here wil l  cont inue 

t o be an urgent  need t o maint ain a sharp and comprehensive research agenda focussed on 

yout h,  sexuali t y and t he prevent ion of  HIV t ransmission.   The fut ure may quit e l i t eral ly 

depend on t he ext ent  t o which t he current  cult ure/ cont ext  in which young people are 

developing t heir ideas about  sex,  and enact ing t heir sexualit y,  can be t ransformed.    The 

sexual cult ure t hat  current ly fai ls t o enable safer sexual pract ices and renders much 

infect ion prevent ion informat ion useless,  needs t o become one t hat  af f irms a healt hier 

sexuali t y and st i f les t he rapid spread of  HIV/ AIDS.   While t his present s an enormous 

chal lenge t o al l  t hose involved in t he AIDS ef fort ,  we need t o acknowledge t hat  unless 

init iat ives are t aken t o chal lenge direct ly t he micro and macro st ruct ures which are 

support ing and nourishing t he cont emporary high-risk sexual cont ext ,  AIDS educat ion,  even 

of  t he highest  qualit y and quant it y,  is not  l ikely t o make much of  a dif ference.  

One approach t o t he underst anding of  t he AIDS pandemic in t he current  cont ext  of  

21
st
 cent ury Af rica is t o regard i t  as an example of  old ways and new inf luences t hat  have 

combined in such a way as t o have dire consequences for mil l ions of  people.   The pandemic 

can be viewed as a result  of  pre-exist ing pat t erns of  sexual cult ure and gender inequal i t ies 

combining wit h ongoing experiences of  labour migrat ion,  urbanisat ion,  civi l  st ri fe,  growing 

povert y and family disint egrat ion,  as wel l  as t he more recent  inf luences result ing f rom 

increased access t o foreign cult ural and media programmes and new opport unit ies for 

acquiring and demonst rat ing wealt h.   Toget her,  t hese component s have int erlocked in such 

a way as t o form a let hal cont ext  t hat  has propelled t he spread of  HIV/ AIDS unequalled 

anywhere else in t he world.   The chal lenge for social scient ist s engaged in t he st udy of  

HIV/ AIDS,  and young people at  highest  r isk for t he disease,  is t o crack t he codes t hat  lock 

t oget her t he deadly prevail ing sexual cont ext ,  and t o ident if y component s of  i t  t hat  can be 

manipulat ed t o produce change.    

One could argue t hat  enough t ime has been spent  in t rying t o underst and and 

document  high-risk sexual at t i t udes and behaviours.   There is a need t o set  a research 

agenda t hat  t akes a much wider-angle view - one t hat  analyses t he normat ive social,  
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cult ural and economic inf luences t hat  are shaping young people’ s sexual desires and 

experiences in rapidly changing communit ies sit uat ed in rapidly changing societ ies.   The 

need now is t o engage wit h t he dis-enabl ing cont ext  t hat  gives sust enance t o t he dis-

enabl ing at t i t udinal and behavioural codes t hat  cont inue t o drive t he HIV/ AIDS epidemic.  
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