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Abstract

From the early 1990s, rates of HIV infection increased dramatically in South
Africa and by the early 2000s, AIDS emerged as the main cause of death for adult South
Africans. During the first half of the 2000s, the South African government’s response to
this crisis was inadequate, marked by denial and delays in implementing prevention and
treatment, resulting in thousands of preventable deaths. Yet, apart from the challenges
posed by the predominantly urban-based Treatment Action Campaign (TAC), the absence
of a social response to this crisis is notable, especially in rural settings.

This scenario forms the broad backdrop to this ethnographic study that draws on
participant observation and interviews undertaken over a three-year period (2002-2005)
in KwaBomba village previously in the Gazankulu Homeland, now located in the
Bushbuckridge municipality of the South African lowveld. An ethnographic perspective
provides an intimate vantage point from which to view peoples’ experiences of the AIDS
epidemic and their responses in context. This perspective draws attention to gaps in
public health and biomedical understandings of the epidemic and suggests alternatives to
these understandings.

In Bushbuckridge, mortality and morbidity due to AIDS became visible in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Households were incapable of dealing with the burden of illness
and death while the health services were often unwilling and ill-prepared. HIV prevention
campaigns based on individual behaviour change were not well suited to a context in
which HIV spread through sexual networks. Despite widespread awareness of the threat

of AIDS, the disease was subjected to public censorship and AIDS suffering was
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concealed. Public discourses of AIDS were hidden within gossip and rumour and
articulated as witchcraft suspicions and accusations. Although these discourses appear to
deny and suppress the reality of AIDS, | suggest that they are active attempts to deal with
the AIDS crisis: gossip and rumour allocate blame and construct a local epidemiology
through which the epidemic can be surveilled; interpreting AIDS as witchcraft creates the
possibility of avenging untimely death. These discursive forms are critical in informing
individual and social responses to the AIDS epidemic. While the absence of public
acknowledgement of AIDS as a cause of illness and death suggests denial and fatalism
and appears to limit public action, subaltern discourses create shared secrets to manage
the AIDS epidemic at the local level. Furthermore, these discourses may constitute a form
of resistance against biomedical models of causality.

Ethnographic enquiry at the local level offers a nuanced understanding of social
responses to the AIDS epidemic. By examining forms of expression that lie outside the
domain of public health, the thesis reveals how these constitute significant forms of social

action in response to the epidemic.

Key Words: Ethnography, HIV/AIDS, lowveld, history, sexual networks,

secrecy, gossip and rumour, witchcraft, social suffering, antiretrovirals
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Map 1: South Africa’s Limpopo Province, showing Bushbuckridge
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Map 5: Street level map of the study site

Xl




Earth)

2
(@)
o
o

o
@
o
S
>
o

[22)

~

[}

=

(75}
>

o
=)

fra

w

Map 6: Satellite image of




UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

.ﬁ_

i

ﬂ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
Qo

Table of Contents

ABSTRACT <ttt R e R R e et n e |
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt i
ACRONYIMS ...ttt bbbt bt bbb e b bt s bbb et bbbt et et bt e bbb e e VI
IMIAPS ettt bbb £ bbb £ bR R bRt ek R e e bRt e bR et ne VIl
TABLE OF CONTENTS ..ottt bbbttt X1V
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt XVII
LIST OF FIGURES ...t XVII
LIST OF PICTURES ..ottt XVII
CHAPTER ONE-.....ciiiii ittt e sttt ettt s e sae e st e e sb e e beesbeesbesreesreesbeenbeaneas 1
INTRODUCTION . ....tttteteeetetesestese e tese e be s e bese e be s s et seseebese s e et esese et e s e eb et e s e et et eneseebese e ebebenseeereees 1
Three fUNErals @nd @ PAILY .......cceecieieie et e e e ae e e e snee e 1

The paradox of AIDS in South Africa: denial, fatalism and culture...........ccccoevveiiiiiiinnen, 7
AIDS in BUSNDUCKITAGE. ....vveiveiciieie ettt st sre e nre e 18
Doing ethnography in an epidemiC..........cooiiiiiiiiiiii e 23
Organization of the theSIS ..o 41

g0 0] (OSSR 44
CHAPTER TWO .ottt bbbkttt ekttt 46
ORIGINS: A SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE AIDS EPIDEMIC.......ccoiiiiiiiiiiie e 46

A tale Of tWO EPITEMICS ......cueiiiie i bbb 48

The research setting: BUShDUCKIIAGE. .........coviiiirieiie e 54
Sexuality in the era of agriculture (1913-1960).........ccccoeriririneineneine e 58
Resettlement, wage labour and poverty (1960-1994) ..........cccveriirenniineneineeeseeees 71

The early 1990s: youth and sexual lIbDeration............c.coceeiiiiiii i 74

Xiv



UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

.ﬁ_

i

ﬂ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
Qo

The arrival of AIDS (1990 — 2005) ......ccuiiuiierierieriesiesteseeeeiee e e sre e e raeee e e seeseesre e sresneens 77
EXPErienCing AIDS GQWAIENESS. .......civeiveiieareereeieeessestessesseseesessessessessessessesssesssssessessessessensens 85
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt bbb bbbttt bbbt nn e 93

ENO NOTES ...ttt b et b bbb bt et b e nn e eb e 94
CHAPTER THREE ...ttt e e sae s 101
INFECTIONS: THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF SEXUAL RELATIONS ....coctiiiiiniiiieieieieieseenenenenens 101
Play, Romance and Sugar Daddies: from childhood to young adulthood........................... 104
Transactional RelatioNSNIPS ........cc.vcviiieiii e 122

THE MAFTTAZE PIOCESS ...ttt bbbttt bbbttt bbb b 128
Going Outside the Homestead: Extra-Marital Relations.............ccccocvviviinieeicnencne s 134
Casual Sexual RelationShipPs. ........coviviiiiiiiie s 139
Sexual Networks of INFECLION ........ccoviiriiiiiec s 141
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt r et r et 145

ENO NOTES ... ottt b bbbt b bbb et b et b 147
CHAPTER FOUR ...ttt ettt ettt et e te et esneesneesreeseeaneas 149
SECRETS: REVEALING AND CONCEALING AIDS.......coiiiiiiiieiieec e 149
‘AIDS is death’: constructs of @ Rew diSEASe...............cccuveivieiiiiiiiniiiie e 154

= To] = To V= g To IS0 1 0T o o SRR 157
Dangerous KNOWIEAGE ......ccuveieeieece ettt sttt e e e st e sbaete e re e e 164

Shy men and SUFFErNG WOMEN .......c.oiiiiiiiiee s 167
Containing the AIDS DOGY .......ccciriiiirieiiirieeneee et 173
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt sttt b et b ettt b et nbe s 178

ENO NOTES. ..ttt bbbttt b e bbb bt b et et e b e b bbb 179
CHAPTER FIVE ... ottt bbb bbb sbe e e e 183
EVIDENCE: ACCOUNTING FOR THE EXISTENCE OF AIDS........cccoiiiiiiiiii e 184
GOSSIP, rUMOUE AN AIDS........coeieieieee ettt e e seeseesaesneenes 185



.ﬁ_
i
ﬂ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
’ UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
Qo

YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

Gossip and rumour: 10Cal PErSPECLIVES ........ecviveieiiie et 188
Constructing a popular epidemiology of AIDS in KwaBomba ...........cccccevviveveiencncnennnnne, 192
Women who buy their own COffiNS ..o 199
Infected condoms and dying With Others............ccoiii e 202
RUMOUT @Nd MOTAI PANICS........eviiiiiiiie ittt ettt e ettt e e st e e e s st e e s s bae e e s enees 204
(03T 013 (o] 1R 209

o I AL (=T 211

(OF T o I = ] T 213
REVENGE: RECASTING AIDS AS WITCHCRAFT ...cocviti ettt e ettt e ettt ettee e etae et e e eatee e snaee s 213
Witchcraft as an analogy for AIDS ..o 217
Secrecy and desire: narratives of AIDS and witchcraft...........ccoocovviiiiviiicic e, 223
AIDS as a Kind of WItCNCTAt ........cuviiiicieii e 228
Avenging AIDS: combating WItChCraft ............cccoov i 234

(0] 1161 [ 1] 1 SRR 242

(o N[0 (=TSR 243

(O o A o I ] Y =\ TR 245
SUFFERING: BIOGRAPHICAL ACCOUNTS OF ILLNESS AND DEATH ....cvvviiiiiiiiciiiiieeeee e 245
Yo] [0 010 A= T [0l 1] (TR 250
Khayellnle MRIANGa..........coiviiiiiecie ettt sba e nte e e 261

(0] 1161 (1 10 1 SO TRRRTTRR 276

(o N[0 (=TT OO PRRRR 277

(O o WA o I = L I (SRR 279
(000N [of U L] (0] LS RSO 279
AIDS N Tthe trEAMENT BIa ... .veieiiiiii ettt e s st e e s s be e e s eabe e e s sbaee s 280

10 B N[0 (=T TRR 290

XVi



UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

"’W‘

i

ﬂ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
Qo

List of Tables

Table 1: Interviews conducted in KwaBomba, 2003-2005............ccoeiriiiiininieinieeseeeeseseeesees
Table 2: Reported AIDS deaths according to the year of death.........cccccocovvviiiviiicccc e,
Table 3: Reported AIDS deaths according to gender, age, occupation and year of death..............
Table 4: Summary table of the demographics of reported AIDS deaths...........ccccevvvveveveinircnnnne.
Table 5: Moses' sexual DIOgraphy ...
Table 6: Ntwanano's sexual DIography ...
Table 7: Deaths in the Mzimba Family ...

Table 8: Solomon's consultations With NEAIETS...........coocviiiiiie s

List of Figures

Figure 1: Cartoon on the death of ANC Youth League president Peter Mokaba (Shapiro 2002).

Figure 2: Diagrammatic representation of a sexual NEtWOIK ..........cccccvvievievieiic i
Figure 3: Diagram of a sexual network showing the three main network hubs................ccoceoeennee.
Figure 4: Kinship diagram for Pinkie and SOlOMON...........cccooiiiiiiniiiineee e

Figure 5: Kinship diagram of the MhIangas ...

List of Pictures

Picture 1: Youth pose under a loveLife Billboard in Acornhoek (Photo: Asa Walhstrom) ............

Picture 2: Young boys chill in the loveLife Y-Centre (Photo: Asa Wahlstrom)........c.ccccccevvernennen.

Picture 3: The marching band pose with wooden AK-47s at World AIDS Day (Photo: Jonathan

5 7= T 1LY o S

Picture 4: Boxes of condoms on display at World AIDS Day (Photo: Jonathan Stadler) ...............

XVii



_é_
& UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
¢ UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
W VYUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA
Picture 5: The loveLife / Earthship visits Acornhoek (Photo: Asa Wahlstrom) ..........cccccecvvvvninennne. 100

Picture 6: World AIDS Day, 2002 (Photo: Jonathan Stadler) ..........cccccevevieiieie i 100

Picture 7: Mourners hasten to the graveyard — heads covered to show respect (Photo: Jonathan

STAAIET) ..t b et bbb bbb R bbbt b e n s 182
Picture 8: The hearse leaves the mortuary (Photo: Jonathan Stadler) ..o, 183
Picture 9: Witnessing a burial (Photo: Jonathan Stadler) ..........ccccevveieiiici i 183

XViil



PETER _ OF

MOKABR 1| pNEyMONIA!
DIED oF '

ASTHMA !

Figure 1: Cartoon on the death of ANC Youth League president Peter Mokaba
(Shapiro 2002).

XiX




	FRONT
	Title page
	Statement by Candidate
	Dedication
	Abstract
	Key words
	Acknowledgements
	Acronyms
	MAPS
	Map 1
	Map 2
	Map 3
	Map 4
	Map 5
	Map 6

	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	List of Pictures
	Figure 1

	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	References

