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playful sexuality with her husband.

My boyfriend, my partner, well, I’ve said many things. The way he
treats me. The way he kisses me. The way we have sex, when | say
‘I don’t want to have sex with you’, he says ‘ok | understand’, then
we will do it the next day. And we won’t have sex almost everyday.
It’s like maybe once a week. Maybe once a week. (Julia)

They love each other and they’ve got the time just to play as a
couple.

To play?

To play just to play.

What does that mean, | have got an idea but may be I’'m wrong,
what do you mean?

At least you caught one word, the play that she was talking about is
to have those feelings and just have sex. (Interpreter for Christine)

A positive depiction of the partner or husband described his good qualities such as charm,
honesty, faithfulness and humour, and loving behaviour such as emotional support,
giving presents and the absence of forcing things out of the partner, acting against her
will, and giving space for participants’ choices. The participants endorsed affectionate
relationships with a complexity of feelings involved. Expectations the women had of their
partners related to material support, love and positive emotions and a good family life
which included both. The participant’s positive assessment corresponded with the criteria

describing a good partnership in general. No age differences were detectable.

As a restriction, | must point out that in another part of the interview, when discussing
HIV/AIDS risk, most of the initially positive relationship accounts were tarnished by
reports of a significant lack of trust in the male partner’s fidelity even in relationships
deemed good. Since infidelity and distrust were repeatedly brought up as important
categories characterising a bad relationship, it seems to me that a number of interviewees
in some way adapted their partnership assessment in order to maintain their ideal of a

good partnership.
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Generally, communication, cooperation and commitment are seen as important factors for
facilitating conflict resolution (cf. Donohue & Kolt, 1992) and indeed in partnerships
assessed as ‘good’ there was a mutual interest in the partner, there was love and

commitment, and communication took place.

But if we share, you see, communication - that’s why | said
communication. You can know your partner Dbetter by
communication [about] everything, the climate, everything,
finances, everything and that’s why you can get trust from someone,
you see, by communicating. (Nomsa)

In chapter 4 | have defined my understanding of agency for the purpose of this research
as the subject’s capability to act independently and to make her own choices. In a crisis
both partners were willing to deal with the problem and to find a solution. All middle-
aged or senior women who said that they enjoyed their marriage and lived in long-term
marriages having overcome a relationship crisis in the past involving severe problems
such as infidelity, drinking or, in one case, beating. Yet the causes and circumstances
differed considerably. What was common was that all of them wanted to maintain the
marriage and took self-confident active steps — indicative of agency — in solving the
problems (Margret with the help of her daughters) within the existing social context and
without further emancipatory connotations. To illustrate the latter point I will give two

examples:

Christine

Christine was a very traditional woman and compliant with traditional role expectations:
“She is very much caring, doing everything in the household that is why the husband
loves her” (interpreter for Christine). She had strong Christian values and saw her
marriage as given by God. Some years ago, when Christine found out that her husband
had a lover, she became very active in ending the affair. Whereas, according to her
cultural context, she was actually expected to tolerate it, not to question her husband’s
behaviour or to enquire about his whereabouts, Christine tackled the situation proactively,
took her husband to the girlfriend to discuss the situation and then, as the traditional

mediation route prescribed, involved the husband’s uncle. As a final step, Christine
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convinced her husband’s manager to hand over his salary to her so that her husband could

not spend money on his girlfriend and so that she would lose interest in him.

There was a problem in 1999, she was very ill and then her husband
got somebody outside, she even tried to take him away from her, but
they tried to sort things out, everything is now resolved.

Can you explain to me if you don’t mind, tell me how you sorted this
problem out, what did you do?

Okay, she took her husband to the family, talked to the husband’s
uncle and they tried to resolve it. And ... firstly she took her
husband to the girlfriend, the girlfriend and they were arguing but
they tried to speak about everything. And then after that she took
him to the uncle, after that she went to his work. She spoke to the
manager about the problem and the manager said she has to come
each and every month to collect his salary and that made the woman
not to come again because when there is no money, then there is no
relationship. (Interpreter for Christine)

Although her action was relatively unorthodox and displayed a great deal of agency in
terms of decision-making and making choices, Christine stayed within the traditional
boundaries and structures of domination, as she reveals when talking about her
interaction with her husband.*® Arguably she was strongly motivated and felt justified
about acting in the way she did because of her belief in the value of monogamy in

Christian teachings.

Karen

Karen, who had been married for more than 20 years, lamented the fact that her marriage
was childless. She saw this as a major cause for the fact that both she and her husband
had cheated on each other at some point in the past. Childlessness in her context, which
sees a woman's central role in life as being a wife and mother, was certainly a major
stress factor. Her account of how the conflict was resolved was a bit inconclusive, but the

couple had stayed together as friends while having had other sexual partners. However, as

125 As | previously quoted (see p. 198) Christine showed that she is contrite if she had an argument with her
husband. When her husband shouted she remained silent.
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the interview continued, Karen disclosed that she knew about her husband’s affairs while
he did not know about hers. Although the couple used to talk about problems it seems
that neither disclosed his or her unfaithfulness to their spouse. Karen found out about her
husband having affairs, while her own infidelity remained undisclosed. Clearly, Karen
transcended gender role boundaries when she was unfaithful to her husband and
challenged the (gendered) rules. If a woman is having an affair, or if her husband or male
partner suspects she may be having an affair, such behaviour is in breach of traditional
gender roles and even justifies domestic violence in a community characterised by
customary rule (cf. Hargreaves et al., 2006:20). Karen had considered separation, but as
women are held primarily (disproportionately) responsible for the success or failure of a
marriage in traditional culture and a failed marriage is a sign of not being a ‘real woman’,
she dropped the idea because it would bring shame and disgrace on her. Karen’s decision-
making in this respect was severely impacted and constrained by the patriarchal norms of

the structure of the system in which she found herself.

But it never came to your mind to leave your husband? What did
you think about it?

Sometimes, sometimes it came to my mind, that | should, but how
(aspirating). Then it came again to me, that if | do that, then it’s
going to ruin something like (short pause) — it’s something that puts
you to shame. Then some of the things are not very easy. If
somebody is doing that, ... then I am not succeeding like the other
ones.

Yes, so you decided —

I decided to cool up a little and see how things are going to be.

Although she enjoyed having fun with other men, she also had a guilty conscience and
questioned her own behaviour. She reached her moral limits (which were shaped by her
Christian morality) and finally terminated her extra-marital affairs. Shame acted as an

important regulator of prevailing social expectations.

Yeah, it’s ok. Maybe [that is] what God wanted me to do, because,
when | was busy, during those days, it was fun, what | was doing.
Then it came to my mind, what have | done now. Because | was
doing terrible things, you know. You know when you are married
and go out with somebody, it’s not right. It’s very terrible, because
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what can happen to you then.

Hm.

Yeah, it’s very terrible. You’re put to shame, to hell. It came to my
mind, and then one day I just asked myself, what can | do. And until
when am | going to do this.

And you think, if he had found out, he would have left you?

I don’t know. (Karen)

Karen, like Christine, made a lot of decisions and choices for herself. What she was not
capable of was leaving her husband, because the socio-cultural norms and her context
were too powerful. What both examples illustrate is what Giddens (1986:19) described as
the duality of structure: in social action the agent draws on the existing rules which are at

the same time the means of reproducing the system.

These examples illustrate the fact that in partnerships assessed as good there was space
for the female partner to make choices — within the confines of the overall structures and
rules. In these relationships the absence of coercion and violence was important; the male
partner was not perceived as dominant and relationship dynamics were not characterised
by direct power strategies. Interviewees could experience having control over a situation.
Both partners had an interest in each other; and in a crisis both partners were willing to
look for a solution. How agency in good partnerships plays out in the sexual realm will be

discussed in detail in section 6.4.

6.3.2 Accounts of bad partnerships — a space of non-agency?

Negative assessment of a partnership referred to the male partner’s “uncommitted”
behaviour or, in most cases to aggressive and violent behaviour. Sexual abuse was a
repeated occurrence in these accounts. These specific issues could elicit emotional
distress from the participant in the interview situation. All the problems that the
participants specified here corresponded with the categories identified for a bad
partnership in general. Those giving negative accounts had either left their
partner/husband or had been left, were just about to separate or were still engaged in a

bad relationship. Only one participant explicitly stated that she was going to stay in her
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unpleasant relationship. Of the seven women who admitted to not enjoying their
relationship, five related this to the present partner and two, who did not have a new
partner, to the husband to whom they were still married but from whom they were
separated. Tsephiso was ambiguous about her relationship (cf. footnote 124). She had
experienced a bad relationship with her former husband who had already passed away
and her new boyfriend displayed both loving and caring behaviour, as well as controlling,

jealous behaviour, which became worse when he was drunk.

However, not all relationships deemed bad were characterised by violence but by very

uncommitted behaviour. What impact did this have on women’s agency?

6.3.2.1 Experiences of poor partner communication

Poor communication between the partners was identified by the participants as a
characteristic of a problematic partner relationship. In accordance with this interviewees
reported not to know or not to have known what the problem in the relationship was,
what changed a partner’s behaviour or what initiated the violence. While communication,
cooperation and commitment were all part of the interviewees’ notions of good
partnerships, their absence indicated a problematic (bad) partner relationship. Lack of
communication left the female partner in a vacuum not knowing what will happen next.
Quina et al., (2000) have shown that communication within intimate relationships is
determined by the power dynamics of the relationship. Poor partner communication, for

instance, reinforces an atmosphere of fear and distrust.

In both her previous and her present relationship, Kamohelo encountered the problem of
not knowing what was happening. Whilst previously she was exposed to severe partner
violence, her present (married) boyfriend showed very uncommitted behaviour. For
instance, he made promises he did not fulfil and he prevaricated. Kamohelo doubted his
feelings for her and suspected that he might still have another relationship besides her and

his wife. At the time of the interview she remained in a “stand-by” position.
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Her present boyfriend is a married person. Now she is not sure
whether the relationship is quite good or what. Cause he has got
another partner as we know. But she got some difficulties in her
partnership ...

He just promises that he loves her, but she thinks it is not true
because he fails to fulfil the promises. (Interpreter for Kamohelo)

Similarly, Dyondzeka was engaged in a relationship that was about to break up after 19
months, although the couple had initially discussed marriage. At the time of the interview
she thought her boyfriend was pretending: “I am not at his heart”. She actually did not
want to separate from him but she felt that his behaviour was very disrespectful, arrogant
and unfair to her. She suspected — but was not certain — that his changed behaviour was as
a result of his parents’ negative influence. The boyfriend’s family was superstitious:
because she was a widow they accused her of bringing misfortune on their family.
Communication between the couple had broken down, but he still came to visit her
because he wanted to have sex with her. Like Kamohelo, Dyondzeka remained in a stand-

by position.

Now it is for 19 months. ... We are about to separate, but I’m not
sure ... At first | enjoyed it very much, but now not. ... It changed,
maybe after fifteen months. It’s not long ago, after fifteen months, it
changed, because of his parents. | am a widow, my husband has
passed away. ... So his parents said: ‘She’s a widow, why do you sit
with a widow? You are going to have bad luck’. Many things.

So, you don’t communicate?
We didn’t communicate, we don’t do it (laughing).

Maybe he loves sex or what more. But I think he was loving sex. ...
So | think maybe he loves my sex-style or what, | don’t know ... He
is sitting and keeps quiet. (Dyondzeka) Maybe he loves sex or what
more. But | think he was loving sex. ... So | think maybe he loves
my sex-style or what, |1 don’t know ... He is sitting and keeps quiet.
(Dyondzeka)

One extraordinary story was told by Rose. After many years of marriage Rose’s husband
disappeared for seven years without a single word, then he returned all of a sudden to the

family. Rose forgave him and agreed to a new start and they even had another baby.
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Although hard to imagine, the husband left again for good shortly after the birth of the
child as if merely going to work, leaving Rose again with the entire responsibility for
taking care of and providing for the family. She suspected him of having a second family.

She was never given an explanation.

Ok, they stayed together from 1980. At the moment he is not in
contact with her. He left seven years ago but he came back last year.
... After seven years, he came back and gave her a present [another
baby]. ... She said, now she doesn’t like anything about him,
nothing, she doesn’t want to hear anything about him.

When he came back ... she forgave him for leaving her for so many
years and they started again. Only to find, that he is still going to
leave her.

Did he leave you again?

They only separated. You know, this is a very different case,
because this guy, he hasn’t said anything about leaving her, but just
goes as if he is going to work. And then goes for ever.

... She says that he didn’t say anything when he left. He promised
that he’ll come back as usual. She waited, but he didn’t come back.
... Whenever she phoned, she finds that the phone is off. If it’s not
off, you can hear the cries of children. Maybe he has got another
family that other side.

But you do not know?

She doesn’t, she is not sure about that (translation). She is not sure
about the family. But always when she phones, she will hear the
cries, children crying around. (Interpreter for Rose)

For men having multiple sexual partners is a sign of successful masculinity and is not
perceived negatively. Socio-culturally, it is in men’s power to define the rules of the
relationship, which often prevents communication between the two partners. Men who
feel little commitment toward their female partner and/or who have a concurrent partner
show little willingness or interest in communicating with the partner as in the above
examples. They use their position of power to do what suits them. In addition, | can
imagine that many interviewees lack the capacity of verbal assertion since culture has
“silenced” them in various ways. All three women were not bereft of agency but did not

display as much agency as, for instance, Christine and Karen even though Kamohelo and
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Dyondzeka had the choice to terminate their unpleasant relationships.*?® In contrast to the
interviewees who actively tackled their relationship problems, these women remained in
a waiting position — waiting for clarification, waiting for change, waiting for the
relationship to end — and left decisions to the male partner. Being patient was identified
as a core rule for good conduct and may have been the underlying motive for the

interviewees not putting pressure on their partners.

6.3.2.2 Experiences of intimate partner violence

Intimate partner violence is a major space for women’s non-agency and as mentioned a
major field of investigation for radical feminists resulting from the notion that “the
personal is political”. In total, nine women in the study reported previous and/or current
incidences of violence and abuse. This constitutes almost half of the sample and reflects
the high prevalence and “common occurrence” of intimate partner violence in the
country.’*” As has been suggested, eight interviewees (Kamohelo, Mona, Sheila,
Tshepiso, Dyondzeka, Maria, Rose, Grace) assessed their current and/or previous
relationship as unsatisfying or bad and gave as major reasons for this the partner’s lack of
commitment, or partner violence and abuse. These experiences encompassed physical
abuse (i.e. beating, slapping, sexual), as well as emotional and psychological abuse (i.e.
shouting, insulting, threatening, and lack of affection) including death threats, forced sex
and (marital) rape. Such behaviour violated the female partner’s fundamental rights, such
as the right to dignity, physical and psychological security and autonomy, undermined
her agency and forced her into submission. It expressed a specific social process of
gender bound to the materiality of the body. In the concrete situation of partner violence
(e.g. battering, sexual abuse) women were powerless and bereft of agency, simply
surviving through the situation. If she had the power and strength she could take action

after the violation, which according to experience was an exception (cf. section 6.5 in this

126 poulin (2007:2391) emphasises female power with regard to relationship formation and termination and
the fact that women can choose the partner they want. Although | did not enquire into the processes of
relationship formation and termination, | would also assume this form of decision-making power applies to
the participants in my study as well.

127 Including Gladys who reported satisfaction with her partnership.
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study). If disclosed, women commonly asked for the intervention of elderly family
members and only involved the police or local authorities when resolving the conflict

within the family had failed.

Kamohelo’s former partner, to whom she was not married but by whom she had two
daughters, acted very violently towards the family, particularly when in combination with
heavy alcohol consumption. He terrorised the family who sometimes had to run away
from his violence. When the beating became extreme, Kamohelo sought help from the
police. It was very difficult for Kamohelo to speak about her experiences and she cried

during the interview, which she nevertheless wanted to continue.

The father of her two daughters. He used ... to come home drunk
and he was violent and when he comes home they have to run away
from him. They have to go out through the windows because he was
so violent and he was not providing as a father. ...

She says that the guy, that boyfriend, he was just abusive and he did
not tell her what was the problem. He did not tell her what was
causing him to do these things but he was abusive.

How could you help yourself? What did you do to protect yourself?
She left him. She is now staying with her parents. ...

And may | ask, did he also abuse you sexually?

Yes. He was abusing her. (Interpreter for Kamohelo)

Kamohelo did however act: firstly, by involving the police and finally when she left her

abusive partner. The abusive situation itself was characterised by non-agency.

As in the examples of Maria and Sheila, violence needed not seemingly be ongoing. The
mere threat of violence may have been sufficient to frighten women. Occasional kindness
or expressions of empathy and affection encouraged the women to hope that things might
change (cf. Ludsin & Vetten, 2005). Towns and Adams (2000) point out that love sways
women to remain in relationships and to stay silent about men’s violence, an observation
confirmed by a study conducted in Johannesburg. Mashishi (2000) recorded fourteen
women’s experiences of marital violence at two shelters in Johannesburg. Among them
the shortest period for staying in a marriage was two years, the longest 17 years. The
majority stated that they stayed because they loved their partners and had hoped that they
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would change. In my sample | found a similar tendency.

She did stay for long because of her love. Sometimes he used to
come home without doing anything wrong. He stayed and nothing
was wrong until the guy started again. And then she felt bad and
said that this guy is abusing me, what is he doing, coming home,
staying a week and going away things like that. (Interpreter for
Maria)

The socio-cultural prescription to bear all suffering in marriage and not to return to the
family of origin — as discussed in the focus groups — was an additional and significant
restriction for Maria as well as the notion that a failed marriage is a source of shame for a

woman.

Ok, she couldn’t feel that pain when he started to do all these things
because in her mind it was that each marriage is like this when you
start and you experience the same thing. And as time goes on it is
then that she realised that that was abuse.

She ... didn’t want to feel shameful and when she got married, she
was very young. But she felt very shameful to go back home.
(Interpreter for Maria)

In the end Maria took action by involving the Chief in mediation, but as a result of this
her husband threw her out and sent her back to her parents. At the time of the interview
she had not formed a new relationship. Like Kamohelo Maria lacked agency in the

abusive situation itself.

Likewise, Sheila endured humiliation and abuse for some years hoping that her husband
would change. Her passivity may be read as indicative of the fact that she had been
effectively silenced by the dynamics of oppression. In such a context Amaro (2000)
refers to silencing as the actual loss of voice, and metaphorically the silencing or loss of
the self.

Can you tell me about it?
The ex-boyfriend [husband] when she went to work and arrived
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home late, the first thing he did was to feel her private parts with his
hand and then tell her that ‘you have been sleeping around, lets go
so that | can check because | can feel that you had a boyfriend
during the day’.

For how long did this go on?

3 years.

He was also beating her up.

Did you leave him?

Yes.

How did you manage to cope with this?

She just told herself that it was going to be good and to see if he was
going to change. She had a hope that he will change but
unfortunately after three years she noticed he was not changing and
she decided to leave.

When he hurt you, how did you defend yourself?

She didn’t, she just took it all. (Interpreter for Sheila)

Yet, Sheila was capable of leaving the abusive relationship. At the time of the interview
she was engaged in a new relationship, which she described as highly problematic. She
admitted to not liking the relationship but had no intention of giving it up. It would
appear that Sheila — bereft of agency — surrendered to the power and aggression of men in
her life and responded with submission and a lack of initiative. She did not disclose

whether economic dependency made her stay in the relationship.

Do you enjoy it [the new partnership]?

No she doesn’t enjoy it.

Why?

The reason she is not enjoying it ... the relationship between him,
her and the children is not perfect because he likes to shout, ‘don’t
touch that, don’t do this, don’t do that’. She does not enjoy it
because when the children see him, they want to flee. They feel
frightened. (Interpreter for Sheila)

Grace’s husband of several years changed his behaviour when he wanted to take a second
wife. This was totally unexpected and Grace disapproved. He then punished her with
violence and sexual abuse, and she was afraid that he might even Kkill her. Finally he
divorced her. Her husband’s violence and threats intimidated Grace and suppressed her

deliberately, leaving no room for choice and agency.
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He was abusive and when he came to the house and found that the
family was in a conversation, he started to shout. ...

When she was speaking to the family [about the problems], most of
the time they used to tell her to go to the police because they
couldn’t do anything, | think they were also afraid of him. He was
threatening her that ‘if you go to the police, I am going to burn
down this house and you are going to burn with it’. ...

So did you think ‘I should leave my husband, | should divorce him’?
She did think about it but she was afraid.

What were you afraid of?

She was afraid that may be he will kill her.

He threatened you?

Hm. (Interpreter for Grace)

Mona, too, left a very violent, abusive partner who was the father of her only child. For
three years she then cohabited with a new partner but she had recently moved in with her
mother because of severe partnership problems. The continuous harassment of the former
boyfriend had a very destructive impact on her new relationship, because the new partner
did not understand the situation, was jealous and suspected that Mona was still involved
with the former boyfriend. Yet, she claimed to love the (new) boyfriend and was unhappy

about the separation.

Alright, first he [new boyfriend] treated me nicely you see, there’s
nothing he didn’t do for me. Always when | asked for things he did
it, but nowadays —

So do you know when he changed? What is the reason why he
changed?

Mh! He changed because of this one [previous boyfriend, her
child’s father] ... He thinks maybe sometimes, | got a chance to talk
with that guy, maybe | love him. I told him | don’t love him that
guy and I can’t love him cause he stressed me first, he hurt me. Mh!
‘No, no, | know you women, you think you are clever.” 1 said ‘No,
not like the way you think’.

There was no fighting between us before this guy comes on us, it
was nice when he came from his job. (Mona)

Mona displayed a great deal of confusion during the interview when talking about her
relationship experiences and her English was very difficult to understand. She appeared

to me to be traumatised by the permanent violence, threats and terror she was exposed to
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by the two men who both threatened to kill her.

‘I want you, you are the mother of my child. I love you, you know.
... L will kill you as long as | know where you stay. You can’t play
around with a nice life’[child’s father].

Did he [the new boyfriend] threaten you?

Sometimes when he beats me, he’ll say ‘I will kill you’. I’ll run
cause you see when someone is drinking, when he is drunk and says
‘I will kill you’, you must run. Cause after he killed you, he will say
‘sorry’ when you are dead, you see. (Mona)

The brutal reality of such threats is that — as noted in the literature review — every six
hours a woman in South Africa is killed by her intimate partner (Mathews et al., 2004).
Living in a context of such terror undermines Mona’s self and her ability to act

competently.

Partner violence affects or has affected many of the participants’ lives. As noted in the
literature review, partner violence can be understood as a form of control using methods
such as physical, sexual or psychological abuse (also in combination) or as a form of
objectification (cf. Ludsin & WVetten, 2005:17-19) with severe physiological and
psychological effects on the woman. There is a strong linkage between the ideology of
male supremacy and domination, expectations of submissiveness and women’s risk of
violence. The male partner puts gender ideology into practice when he asserts power and
control often accompanied by sexual domination. As demonstrated in the above
examples, participants living in partnerships characterised by violence were primarily
bereft of agency within the violent situation. They were, however, able to act
occasionally and to a limited extent outside the private sphere. In a social environment
like Mmakaunyane, where traditional gender ideologies were alive and patriarchal

structures were in place, a certain “tolerance” of violence is arguably to be expected.
The women reporting experiences of violence to me were all more or less able to speak
about them reasonably calmly. In most cases the violence was retrospective. Only

Kamohelo showed great distress but she nevertheless took time to recover and continued
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with the interview. Again, my gender and my outsider position may have facilitated
discussions on violence. The presence of the interpreter in some interviews seemed not to
have resulted in the suppression of verbalising of bad experiences. On the contrary, it

seemed very helpful that the women could talk about them in their mother tongue.

6.3.3 An overall relationship problem: infidelity and distrust

Trust has been an outstanding category in the portrayal of what characterises a good
relationship and distrust as what characterises a bad partnership relationship. In the
beginning of this section (6.3) | noted that | enquired into relationship problems and that
one repeated core relationship problem in all groups is that the woman has, or once had,
to share her partner, which also raised the issues of trust and distrust. Except for Nomsa,
most women raised the issue of trust/distrust in conversations about HIV and AIDS and
then not directly. At the time of the interviews this was the case with Gladys, Lorraine
and Kamohelo. Their boyfriends were either still married to another woman or had a
concurrent girlfriend. Rose suspected her husband of living with his second family.
Infidelity had also been a concern for other interviewees earlier in their lives (Karen,
Christine, Emily, Nomsa, Julia, Tshepiso, Maria, Grace). Of those who reported enjoying
their partnership, several reported that their husbands or long-term boyfriends had had
affairs previously; of those reporting that they did not enjoy their relationship some

recounted their husband’s infidelity and abusive behaviour.

Of particular significance is the fact that multiple partnerships, infidelity and promiscuity
are major risk factors for HIV-infection. In the context of the conversations about
HIV/AIDS, | asked interviewees if they were worried about becoming infected with
HIV/AIDS. Research indicates that despite high levels of awareness, self-perceived risk
is often low (Hartung, Nash, Ngubane & Fredlund, 2002). In terms of the matter of
women’s agency the question is highly relevant: it throws some light, firstly, on the level
of trust in the partnership and, secondly, on the participants’ negotiating and decision-

making power in intimate partnerships in terms of protection against HIV infection.
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The majority of women in the sample stated that they felt at risk for HIV infection. Julia
expressed her views on the high HIV prevalence in the country and the general risk of
HIV infection with the often heard comparison “it’s like flu”. Whilst a few participants
did not further specify their fears, the overwhelming majority — both unmarried and
married women — displayed great insecurity about their partner’s fidelity and thus to a
great extent a lack of trust in their partners, even in relationships that were deemed good,

as Lorraine’s and Nomsa’s stories demonstrated:

Are you worried yourself to get an infection?

Yes.

What is your worry? What do you think?

Sometimes | think, that maybe my partner can go around, maybe, if
I am not around, and can get that from someone, and can give it to
me.

Do you speak about it?

.... Yes. He enjoyed ... sex with condoms very much, because he
doesn’t want to make another baby. Yeah, or some transmission of
infections to others. (Lorraine)

I can give you this example because | did loose some trust because
he betrayed me. He was cheating on me, we were not married yet,
so | lost trust, really. Even now, | mean, | know, | love him, but
because of the things he has done before — | forgave him but | never
forget. Each and every time if | see some funny moves, | still
remember those things. So you see, he breaks the thing of trust
between us and that’s all I can say about trust. (Nomsa)

Nomsa never regained her trust in her husband, although the marriage seemed to be good.
At the time of the interview the couple were planning a second child. Furthermore, the

participant worked with HIV patients and therefore undertook regular HIV testing:

You have to watch your man and you see beside that you still
remember, | told you about the trust. So | do have to check because
right now he is here, at night time he is off. I don’t know what he is
doing there, so | am worried.

You are worried about that?

Too much, too much. That is why ... | just went to hospital so that |
can know my status exactly (Nomsa).
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Five other women had been for testing after they had separated from their partner or
suspected their partner’s infidelity.’*® None of the women in the sample revealed a
positive status in the course of the interview. The women either did not know their status,
or else did not disclose it. All women who disclosed that they had been for testing

maintained that they had tested negative.

After she realised, that she is pregnant, she went for HIV- and
AIDS-tests and then they came up negative. After the husband left,
she lost a lot of weight. She says that if she hadn’t gone to test for
HIV and AIDS, maybe she would have died, because she would be
killed by shock. Because she was very very thin and maybe people
were suspecting that she was infected or what ever. But thanks that
she knew by then that she was HIV-negative. (Interpreter for Rose)

Yes. | did go for HIV tests. ... After | heard that my husband was
sick | had to go because | saw him while we were going to court.
Then | suspected the symptoms. Then | thought this is not good. |
had to take these steps. Then after the court I went straight to the
clinic. ... I just went there to check the test. Then it came negative. |
went there four times because | was not sure about it, but now | am
relieved. (Tshepiso)

My findings show a high awareness of a possible personal HIV infection risk among both
older married and younger unmarried women based on a high level of distrust of the male
partner’s fidelity. The women were not reluctant to talk about it. This discovery is
consistent with results in the study by Versteeg and Murray (2008:90), who also found
that the majority of female participants did not trust their husbands. Yet, | did not
necessarily expect that the majority of women in my sample would state they felt at risk
from HIV infection. Although Fox et al. (2007) for instance found in their small sample
of abused women that more than three quarters had direct knowledge that their partner
had other partners, it was surprising for me that most of the women in my study admitted
such great insecurity about their partner's fidelity. This revealed a significant lack of trust

in their partners, even in relationships that were deemed good. This lack of trust was

128 |n contrast, the rural women in the study by Castle and Kiggundu (2007) were said to feel uncomfortable
going to the clinic for an HIV test because they feared a “death sentence” and did not want being
confronted with the results.
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often accompanied by activities to establish some sort of “safety” in the sexual
relationship, either through regular or inconsistent condom use (see section 6.4.2) or
taking an HIV test — attesting for women’s need to maintain control and exercise some

sort of agency over their well-being.

The interviewees’ concerns reflected the reality of the socio-cultural double standard of
male and female sexuality in the country: while traditionally women are supposed to be
sexually faithful, multi-partnership sexuality is naturalised as a part of male nature
(Delius & Glaser, 2004; Arnfred, 2005b) and constitutes a major risk factor in the spread
of HIV/AIDS. Among the participants the use of condoms was believed to be the most
pragmatic option in an intimate partnership for safe sex and HIV prevention. However,
whether condoms are really used depends on the power dynamics in the relationship.
Generally it is suggested that in relationships where men exercise direct power over

women, women are less likely to have sexual agency and to exercise choice.

6.4 Spaces for sexual agency in different categories of intimate partnership

6.4.1 The personal is political: male sex-right and female sexual agency — decision-

making on having sex

In the context of the South African HIV/AIDS pandemic, sexual agency is, to put it
bluntly, a question of life and death for many sexually active couples since there is still
no cure for AIDS. Condoms are known to be the most reliable prevention measure to
avoid HIV transmission during sexual intercourse. Yet there is a range of structural and
socio-cultural factors — as discussed throughout this thesis — that inhibits (consistent)
condom use in hetero-relations and free choice in male—female sexual interactions. To
have agency implies being able to act and make choices, whereas the interconnection
between structure and agency sets the parameters for an agent’s choices (Giddens, 1986).
As | argued earlier, female agency in sexual activity encompasses the woman’s decision
and control with regard to whom, when, where and how to have sex, negotiating and

decision-making power in terms of protection, and negotiating individual sexual wants
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and needs. An important insight drawn from radical feminism is that patriarchy has
weakened women in their achievement of sexual agency because it gained control of
women’s bodies. Enjoying the full potential of one’s body is an irreducibly — often
violated — personal right. Therefore Machera asks “whose body is the female body?” and
responds that the female body belongs to the social entity mainly for reproductive
purposes with total disregard for women’s pleasure. It is societal expectations, for
example, not to deny the husband his right to sexual intercourse, which alienate women
from their own sexuality (cf. Machera, 2005:165-166).

Discussing body/bodies can bring one close to essentialism, which I do not wish to be
identified with. Considering the different understandings of the body in liberal, radical
and postmodern feminist thought, | argued in chapter 3 in favour of radical feminism, and
against the relativity of the postmodern perspective, for agency being rooted in the idea of
embodiment and in the context of material forces. | make use of Connell’s (1995:61) idea
of embodied practice and understanding of bodies as “both objects and agents of practice,
and the practice itself forming the structures within which bodies are appropriated and
defined” (ibid). Radical feminists see embodiment as a first-hand experience of the self
and claim (privileged) knowledge deriving from this experience and praxis. In dealing
with issues repressed by liberal feminism, radical feminism centres on issues of sexuality
and sees sexuality as fundamental to women’s subordination and male dominance. In this
framework | was drawn to Miriam’s (2007:225) argument that, in a male-supremacist
gender order, male sex-right is the invisible background of power presupposed by
women’s choice to negotiate sex. Hence, for Miriam, the lived contradiction of choice

and subordination is central to women’s agency.

A traditional rule with far-reaching consequences for female autonomy and agency, since
it gives a man full ownership over his partner’s body, was revealed in the focus group
discussions on good conduct: a wife was not allowed to refuse her husband sex. This
leads to the conclusion that marital status (married/unmarried) is a decisive determinant
in decision-making and negotiating processes with regard to having sex and condom use.

The following sections set out to describe women’s lived experience of sexual agency
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within good and bad partnerships, as spaces for agency enabling choice or subordination.
It investigates the central question of this study, that is, what capacity for agency in terms
of their sexuality do women have in their intimate partnerships and are there differences
among women in different age groups or in terms of different marital status in making
free choices. It enquires into ways of decision-making in terms of sex as well as condom
use in the women's intimate partnerships and asks how structural constraints impact on
these processes. Finally, it explores Miriam’s (2007:213) supposition that women’s
agency can only be looked at from a perspective where the female agent lives through her
situation rather than overcomes domination. Such a view refers to a situation where a
woman makes choices under given normative and social conditions of gender
subordination and where women’s agency rather reproduces than transforms structures of
domination (“negotiating their own subordination”, ibid:221). In terms of sexual agency
this would refer for example to non-negotiable male sex-right and ways of strategising

around unwanted sex.

In this study, all the younger women except Nomsa were unmarried and all the middle-
aged and senior women were married (including those who lived apart from their
husbands) or had been married (widowed, divorced); Nomsa was the only one who is
young and married. Because all women below 30 happened to live in good partnerships, |
expanded the age groups in the following way: When referring to age groups in the
following section, | identify “young” women as belonging to the age group 18-34 (n=
11), while those identified as “middle-aged” belong to the age group 35-49 (n= 7); those

who are older are “senior” women (n= 2).

6.4.1.1 Decision-making on having sex in bad partnerships

Power dynamics in bad partnerships have already been discussed in section 6.3.2.
Partnerships assessed as ‘bad’ were in the majority of cases characterised by overt
aggression or violence but not in all cases; for example Dyondzeka, Kamohelo and Rose.
Dyondzeka’s and Kamohelo’s current relationships were characterised by a lack of

commitment on the part of male partners and it was not clear whether their relationships
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would be kept up or whether the partners would separate. Since at the time of the
interview Kamohelo only spoke to her boyfriend on the phone and Rose was already

separated from her husband, neither commented on current sexual interactions.

Dyondzeka revealed that she thought her current boyfriend only came to see her to have
sex with her but that she did not want to sleep with him under such conditions. The
rejection of her boyfriend’s wish for sex suggested that Dyondzeka could make her own
choices. She was unwilling to make herself an object even for the sake of continuing the

relationship. Nor did she feel responsible for his sexual needs.

But isn’t it difficult then for you to sleep with him, if I may ask this?
Because of these things, you say, you don’t trust him.

Last it | was that | was still feeling the same, but yesterday, | can’t
sleep with him again (laughing). (Dyonzeka)

While she admitted in another context her boyfriend had previously given her money
when they had sex, it seems that Dyondzeka did not sleep with him for mere economic
reasons. This would support what | explicated earlier (cf. section 5.3) that in this
particular group money and gifts were viewed as a sign of commitment. Furthermore, in
the context of a problematic relationship, agency may also lie in the decision-making
power to terminate such an unsatisfying relationship. However, neither Kamohelo nor

Dyondzeka had taken this step at the time of the interviews.

Sheila, who was previously in a violent marriage and, at the time of the interview, had an
unhappy new relationship, stated that she did not like anything about her current
boyfriend, although she had no intention of separating from him. She claimed not to be
interested in sex but slept with her boyfriend as a duty if he wanted it — in contrast to

Dyondzeka — without “feeling anything”.

..., women usually they are not after sex, it’s only when your
boyfriend or your husband comes to you that ... you are able to
make love.

Do you enjoy sex with your boyfriend?

She does not feel anything, she is just doing it. (Interpreter for
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Sheila)

As already pointed out above, Sheila lacked agency in both her previous as well as her
current relationship. It appeared she had surrendered to the powerful interplay of the
tacitly accepted male sex-right and male sex-drive construction which totally alienated
her from her own feelings. The experience of victimisation in the past and the often
aggressive behaviour of her new partner made her submit to male (sexual) dominance.
She was deprived of her sexual rights and sexual autonomy — an autonomy she had most
likely never experienced. What she had experienced with regard to her body is a

continuously abused femininity.

Forced sex is the norm in an abusive relationship with no room for negotiation, as was the
case with Maria, Grace and Sheila. Maria, representative of the other abused married
interviewees, experienced beatings and sexual as well as emotional abuse by her husband.
In the abusive situation she experienced his power and aggression first of all directly
through the body (pain which then connects to the soul). In their interactions he also
proved his dominance over her verbally with stories about other women he had had sex

with, thus exposing Maria to the risk of HIV infection.

He was beating and abusing her violently and then he started to
bring girls, girlfriends to the house.

So why do you think he treated you like that?

He loved women, he loved women but she didn’t realise that until
when this thing started.

May | ask did he abuse you sexually?

Yes, he used to do that, to abuse her sexually. And he came from all
those other girls and he’ll just come and say ‘let’s go and sleep’ and
when they got to the bedroom he is going to tell her about the other
girlfriends ‘you know, that girl and that other girl, they are mine’,
things like that. (Interpreter for Maria)

The space for female sexual agency in a bad partnership depended on the degree of
violence that occured in the relationship. As a result of force, the woman submitted to the
male partner’s dominance who then exerciseed control and decision-making power over

the sexual encounter. An abused woman experienced male dominance directly through
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her body. The chances of countering this violence or even showing resistance in the
situation were small. Intimate partner violence remains the greatest direct constraint to
female agency on an interpersonal level. It constitutes a gendered practice in the form of
dominance-submission. While age is of no particular significance, marital status is of
some significance because a husband’s entitlement to sexual intercourse against the
woman’s will is guaranteed by traditional law and embedded in the patriarchal code of
respect. If not married, as in Dyondzeka’s case, the woman’s capacity for sexual agency
depended on the male partner’s level of aggression and left room for negotiation and

choices.

The only option for escaping from a violent partnership is to leave the abusive partner.
Kamohelo, Mona, Sheila, Tshepiso, Maria and Grace all experienced severe violence in
their previous partnerships. While some engaged in a new relationship, others preferred
to stay single. However, they all had the strength to leave the abusive relationship. The
latter constituted a form of agency or even resistance in itself, because traditionally a
woman was expected to stay in her marriage. All women who experienced violence
disengaged from the abusive relationship, thus “reclaiming self”, which included the
stages of counteracting abuse, breaking free, not going back and moving on (Ludsin &
Vetten, 2005:86). Breaking free refers to the gradual process of disengaging from the
abusive relationship. However, Ludsin and Vetten (ibid:61) note that leaving is not
synonymous with safety and does not necessarily end the violence, as Mona’s example
illustrateed and was also pointed out by Focus Group 1 (enduring threats to kill the

female partner).

6.4.1.2 Decision-making on having sex in good partnerships

Given what | set out in the chapter on economic constraints, namely that direct
transactional sex is not evident in younger interviewees’ premarital relationships, |
attempted to fathom young women’s capacity for agency in sexual decision-making in

partnerships free of violence.
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| found the accounts of Elisabeth and Julia most representative. Both reported quite
frankly on sexual experiences. If Elisabeth did not feel like having sex with her
boyfriend, she very directly said ‘no’. She appeared quite self-confident, her direct
assertive communication — “if I say no, | say no” — suggested that she did not expect a

negative response from her boyfriend:

And may | ask who makes the decision about sleeping with each
other?

Decision? Ok, like, for instance, maybe sometimes 1I’m not feeling
well, like if he says, he wants to sleep with me, then I say ‘no’. So
he wants a reason why | don’t want cause maybe like yesterday, I
didn’t sleep with him, | say ‘no’. If he asks me ‘why’, | say ‘I don’t
feel well” ....

Hm.

So.

But you can make your own decision?

Yes. If | say ‘no’, | say ‘no’. Sometimes | say | don’t want to have
sex with him, so he doesn’t understand me what | like or what |
want. But | give him something and if | say ‘no’, | say ‘no, I’m not
feeling ok’. So that is all.

Elisabeth described the way she negotiated with her boyfriend about his and her
sometimes different sexual desires and again claimed that she was able to say ‘no’ to

things she did not like thus exposing sexual agency:

Sometimes a man wants us to do what he wants. He doesn’t
understand our feelings. | don’t want this. Or sometimes | don’t feel
comfortable maybe doing what he wants.

And can you tell him?

Yes. If you don’t like something, you have to tell him ‘I don’t like
this. So can you try this’. ... others can’t understand if you want
this, you want this. That’s all.... But for my boyfriend — if I say ‘I
don’t want this, | want this’, he just leaves me, then he sleeps. But
maybe tomorrow he tells me ‘what happened last night?” ‘So and
so, | didn’t like it, so and so’ and then | give him my reasons one
and one, then sort it out. ... He will understand me. If | say ‘no’, I
say ‘no’. Sometimes he tells me I am very cheeky, things like that.
... Cause he’s too soft, and he’s loving, he is nice. (Elisabeth)
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Elisabeth’s boyfriend showed understanding of her feelings and did not dominate her in
sexual matters. They discuss the issues and (sexual) communication takes place.
Elisabeth has attained the power of sexual agency, since she was able to decide whether
to have sex or not. She was also able to articulate her sexual desires and needs and could
experience her own sexuality in a positive way. However, in an environment of male
sexual dominance Elisabeth’s scope for sexual agency depended on both her personality
and her boyfriend’s character. Nevertheless, her boyfriend displayed a more subtle form
of dominance which Elisabeth revealed late in the interview: if she wanted to move
outside his control by going her own way, he showed tendencies of jealousy and a kind of
emotional blackmail. He may be seen as an example for a masculinity struggling between

conventional and more modern male practices (cf. Walker, 2005:225).

Julia gave a more inconsistent account of how she negotiates having sex with her
boyfriend. She was torn between wanting and not wanting sex and finally admitted —
without giving details — that most of the time she did not like having sex: “I like kissing,
not sex.” Julia’s entire narrative gave proof of her reluctance (“I’m tired”, “it’s boring”,
“I’m not ready”, “I am not interested”) and her deference “I can’t show him”. Although
her boyfriend accepted that she sometimes did not want to have sex, he put pressure on
her if she refused sex too often and it gave him a reason to suspect her of infidelity.
Although they talked about the issue, Julia’s boyfriend showed greater insistence than
Elisabeth’s boyfriend. He put emphasis on his sexual needs and seemed to appeal to her
to provide release. Julia experienced her boyfriend’s sexuality as always wanting sex. Her
agency was more restricted than Elisabeth’s owing to her boyfriend’s presumed sex-right

and the concept of distrust he forced on her.

So when you have to make decisions about where you want to go,
what you want to do or even when you want to have sex. Who makes
the decision in your partnership?

We. We both make the decision cause when he says ‘today | want to
have sex with you’, | say, ‘no | am not ready today’. He says, ‘ok,
then you’ll decide, you decide when you’re going to be ready’. And
it is not like I am deciding most of the time, sometimes we both
want it, ok, and it happens. Sometimes I’m tired, ish, you know, you
know when you have a boyfriend and you know when you are in a
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long relationship, you know him well so that ish — sometimes it’s
boring a little bit. There it goes again, you know. But it’s fun,
sometimes it’s fun. But sometimes I’'m not ready and | am not
interested but I can’t show him cause he thinks that I’m having sex
with someone else.

So would you say, you enjoy having sex most of the time or better
not?

I don’t enjoy sex, having sex most of the time cause — I like Kissing,
not sex. Please, | like a kiss, not sex. | enjoy a kiss not sex. ...
Cause he likes sex more than a kiss and I like a kiss more than sex.
When he kisses me, I'm fine. | don’t have a problem but when he
kisses me, he is expecting to have sex and in my mind a Kiss is a
kiss and sex is sex. So we are different about that | think. Maybe.
But we work it out.

Can you talk about this?

Yes. | talk sometimes. He knows that | like a kiss and he said ‘hey, |
love having sex’.

And then you give in?

Eh. So we understand the way we do things cause we come from
one the same, being in the same time, you know. We have to be
different.

In her last statement Julia reflected strongly on the male sex-drive and female chastity
discourse. However, Julia made the argument, which | see as essential in my research
context that, in her narrative she put great emphasis on the fact that she was not yet
married to her boyfriend, “he is my boyfriend, not my husband ... whatever I’m doing to
him is a favour”. With this statement Julia implied that she did not have the ultimate duty
to sleep with him, while as his wife she would have had no choice. For her there was still

room for negotiation.

But sometimes he does what you want, I mean if you say ‘please
today | wouldn’t like it’, then he says ‘ok’?

Yeah. He says ‘ok’ then.

Next time?

Next time and no argument. He says, it’s fine cause he never wants
to put one under pressure, you know ... Cause | can’t do sex every
day. I can’t. No. It’s not working. Cause I’m not married. He’s still
my boyfriend, he has to appreciate whatever I’m doing to him is a
favour.

Ok, yes. He understands this?

Yeah. He understands. He is my boyfriend, not my husband. If he’s
a husband and he says ‘I want a kid or a baby’, I mean, you have to
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think that we are married, ok and you have to look at your
relationship whether your relationship is fine, so that your baby
could be able to be raised in a happy relationship, you know. I’'m
not married so whatever | am having with him, it’s fine for me
cause I’m not, ish, his wife.

At the time of the interview he had proposed to her, but Julia had not yet agreed, although
they were making plans. She appeared rather unenthusiastic, hesitating since she was
aware that, once she was married, she would lose her freedom of choice as well as her
scope for exercising agency. Her idea to put work first before starting a family expressed
her wish for greater independence and autonomous experiences. However, given the
economic constraints in the Mmakaunyane area, her chances of finding work were rather
low and, owing to the high value marriage has in her culture, in the end she might agree

to the marriage.

Are you planning to marry him?

Yes, | am planning it. In fact he is planning cause — he did propose,
it was this year, this year where he felt, yes, at our anniversary, so
he proposed and said ‘some day will you happen to be my wife’, |
said ‘we’ll see about that’ (laughs). | said that cause | couldn’t
answer that question, it was embarrassing in front of that people. |
said we talk about that later. And we didn’t talk about that cause
when he started to talk about it, | changed the subject. Cause | think
I have to go to school first and work and you know, | have to —
before marrying. And my baby, you know — | have to work before
everything, so that I could plan for my future and his future and my
baby’s future, you know. (Julia)

Julia made a clear distinction of being a wife or ‘just’ a girlfriend, suggesting greater
autonomy for an unmarried woman inter alia in terms of sexual decision-making. As
noted repeatedly throughout the thesis, for wives sex is a marital duty, a key rule that
underpins the traditional concept of marriage. Duty by itself excludes choice and thus a
married woman automatically lacks the rights to own her sexuality. In this context,
Machera (2005:167) speaks of the “lack of ‘bedroom power’”.

Nomsa was the only one of the younger age group who was married. She was a very

strong personality and drew a great deal of strength from her religious worldview. She
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was also very open in her responses. She believed in the model of male headship and two
distinct male/female gender roles and was fully compliant with the rule that it is a wife‘s
duty to provide sex for the husband: “I have to provide ‘yes’ to my husband, hopefully no
matter sexually”. In contrast to other younger participants (in Focus Group 1) Nomsa did
not feel manipulated by culture in this respect and indeed enjoyed her sexual relationship

with her husband, who was the only man she had ever had sex with.

Even if | am stressed | can have sex, I’ll be stressed less. I’ll be
stressed less after that. So | don’t take sex as a work as such, as a
heavy thing. (Nomsa, FG 2)

She acknowledged own feelings of sexual desire and lust but confined them to certain
times depending on her biology, however, she perceived men as being “ready” all the
time. Her biology enabled her to give him what he needs. Because of her what | would
like to call “affirmative submission” she was experiencing her social ‘duty’ in
congruence with her personal desires, thus as her own and not as a lack of “bedroom

power” in respect of lack of agency.

You know, I’m just a woman and ... after those 10-11 days, 1, 2, 3,
4 days where | want my husband no matter what, even if he comes
home whatever time | can just wake up and give him whatever he
wants because that’s the day of ovulation. ... | know ... when |
want my husband the most and when is the right time to have sex.
Sometimes you feel irritable you don’t want anything, you see, so
that’s how | can answer the question. But to him, to a man | think
everything is a ready day for him, he doesn’t work like us women
... (Nomsa).

| received valuable information about decision-making on having sex in marriage from
the older women in the focus groups. In the context of good and bad sexual conduct,
Focus Group 2 started a discussion on the problem of what to do if the husband wants to
have sex and the wife does not actually want it (“you don’t feel like having it”). So what

are the choices in negotiating unwanted sex in marriage?
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FG 2 Mandisa: Maybe your husband said ‘just give me two minutes’. It’s
daylight. You say ‘no, the children, | can’t do that now’, I wait after,
you see, at night.” And you have to give it now.

Emily: Yes!

Mandisa: So if you don’t give him what he wants - ah! (African). So
if he wants now just give him now. Just close the door and do the
job. Yes! You are not a prostitute, it’s your husband! Just do the job.
Any time, yeah, eh. (All speak).

A bit later in the discussion:

Mandisa: You won’t enjoy [sex] every day. Sometimes you’re tired.
So you don’t feel like having it. ... Maybe the man wants to have
sex alrzgj you don’t want it. You won’t enjoy it. .. You won’t say
‘no’.
Nomsa: I’ve never experienced something like this.

Mandisa: You are going to experience it next time. ... Maybe you
are tired and he wants to do that and you have to satisfy him. What
are you going to do? You won’t say ‘no. | don’t want to give you’.
If you don’t want to give him what is he going to do? He’s going
outside! Yes! Or to the ‘baby’. Outside. ... So to avoid trouble. If he
wants —

Emily: You must just give.

Mandisa: You don’t want, you don’t feel like it, just satisfy him,
just sleep with him.

Emily: You are even enjoying it.

Nomsa: He is not going to enjoy it —

Mandisa: It’s better than saying ‘no, | don’t want’.

Nomsa: He’s not going to enjoy it.

The line of argument evident in the above conversation was revealed as tacit acceptance
and compliance with cultural norms, “close the door and do the job”. The socio-cultural
rule not to refuse sex to the husband backed up by the patriarchal code of respect was so
deeply internalised that it erased all individual feelings of self-reflection. Parallels with
possibly feeling like a prostitute were wiped out with the self-explanatory argument “it’s
your husband”. In other words, a sexual situation which if outside the context of marriage
would be labelled as prostitution or rape is normative in marriage. The ‘trick’ and
common strategy for a woman to live through her total lack of sexual agency in terms of

having sex or not was to interpret unwanted sex as wanted (cf. Miriam, 2007:222), here

129 At this point Mandisa’s statement revealed strongly the contrast with Elisabeth’s and Julia’s experiences
in their premarital relationships, where both were capable of deciding not to have sex with their respective
boyfriends.
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expressed with “you are even enjoying it”, which represented a full adoption of the male
perspective. It culminated in the two different stances in the group represented by Nomsa
on the one hand and Mandisa and Emily on the other: while the latter two advocated a
somehow pragmatic just-do-it tactic, Nomsa worried about the man’s pleasure in such a
forced situation. The gquestion was not the least whether the woman was going to enjoy
sex or not and make her own choices. She had to fulfil her marital duty and provide
release to the husband’s natural sexual urges be it in the name of love, for the sake of
marriage in order to avoid trouble or the ultimate threat and punishment that he will turn
to another woman (“the baby outside™). The above conversation again illustrate how
patriarchal structures that deny women their own sexuality and force male sexuality upon
them (cf. Rich, 1986a) operate without using force and coercion just by controlling

women’s CoNsciousness.

In Focus Group 1 the arguments were more or less the same as in Focus Group 2 but took
on a far more critical connotation: it was culture — embodied in the man — which
undermined women’s sexual rights and even dictated what a woman must feel or not.
These younger unmarried women appeared more critical of rules than the older married
women and, contrary to Focus Group 1, the participants in this group did not insist that a
wife “must do the job”. I suggest the different perceptions can be explained by two
issues: firstly, the married women in Focus Group 2 discussing unwanted sex hold
distinctive conservative worldviews, inter alia, they allocated gender differences to
nature and took related phenomena as given, and therefore they lacked critical reflection
and reproduced a male perspective. Secondly, younger women in Focus Group 2 did not
claim the naturalness of the two genders. Thus they were able to challenge the givenness
of a phenomenon from a subject perspective identifying culture as an oppressive force.
And yet, they saw no alternative to unwanted sex than to submit (which I in common
with Nomsa like to call ‘negative submission’) — the template was too strong.
Furthermore, effective pressure on the woman was that, if she did not obey, he may look
for another woman/other women and even take a second wife. Women usually had no
power to object. The example of Christine, who very actively stopped her husband’s

extra-marital affair, is probably an exception. As the male/female sexual double standard
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permits multiple sexual partnerships for men, the “threat of the other woman” seems to be
a very powerful tool for securing female compliance. Lindgren, Raskin and Raskin
explain this phenomenon as the ease with which men can dispose of a wife and take a
second wife (2005:81). The rivalry also explains the jealousy and lack of solidarity

among women discussed in section 6.5.

FG 1 I: What do you do if he wants to sleep with you and you don’t want
to?
Tshepiso: Culture doesn’t allow us. You have to. Even though
you’re saying ‘no’.
Catherine: You have to sleep with him. You must not feel it’s not
right.
All: Yeah, you have to.
Tshepiso: They can even punish you for that.
I: They will punish you — why?
Tshepiso: Because you are married.
I: And what is the punishment?
Julia: Sometimes your husband goes to look for another woman.
Without discussing that with you. And tomorrow you will be
surprised that there is a woman in the house, a second wife. Because
you do not obey the rules. That’s the pressure. Then he will love
that second woman more than you. Then you ... say anything.

Both groups agreed that discussion with the husband was not an option in the conflict and
both groups could not present an alternative to the deeply rooted template that it is a
husband’s right to have sex with his wife whenever he wants it even in relationships free
of violence. To me these conversations indeed revealed the women’s lack of “bedroom
power” and lack of sexual agency as well as a total alienation from their own sexuality
(“you don’t feel like it, just satisfy him”). They account for MacKinnon’s argument that
sexuality is a dimension along which gender occurs and through which gender is socially
constituted. “Dominance eroticized defines the imperatives of its masculinity, submission
eroticized defines its femininity” (MacKinnon, 1989:131). Men’s alleged natural greater
virility was central to the construction of male and female sexuality and gendered sexual
scripts. Good conduct in a woman was related to her submissive attitude towards her
husband, embodied in such practices as showing respect to him, obeying his rules and not

questioning his behaviour, and was based on a patriarchal code of respect. In terms of
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gender relations the patriarchal code of respect was founded on an assumed
‘naturalisation’ of the two genders and the natural superiority of the men over the woman.
Socio-culturally, the claim of a greater natural male sex-drive was translated into men’s
non-negotiable sex-right which, in the guise of a cultural norm, undermined women’s
sexual agency to the fullest. The conversations reveal what Miriam (2007) argues in
relation to US women: women experience agency only as the ability to negotiate the
terms of a situation they take to be inevitable, a situation defined by men’s implicit right

to have sexual access to them.
6.4.2 Decision-making on using condoms

In an environment ravaged by HIV and AIDS women’s potential for self-protection
against infection is of major significance. The issue of protection against HIV-infection is
raised in both interview types. How can women be protected from HIV-infection? was the
final question of the focus group sessions. Participants in both groups were familiar with
ABC-strategies,*® and the suggestion to use condoms for protection was very prominent.
Catherine even declared “I can’t start a relationship unless | use a condom”. The strategy
of faithfulness was not regarded as reliable by the participants in Focus Group 1, since
one could never be sure about one’s partner’s fidelity. To abstain from sex was not

discussed further in this context and seemed to me not to be an option.

FG1 I: How can women be protected from HIV-infection?
Julia: By using a condom.
Catherine: Abstain.
Julia: Or by being faithful to your partner.
Julia, Tshepiso: But sometimes you can be faithful but your partner
sleeps around.
Tshepiso: Cause many women get infected by their — while they are
faithful — husbands or boyfriends.
I: So if women are faithful and know their boyfriends sleep
somewhere else, what are they going to do?
Gladys: Maybe not sleeping with him as soon as you find that.
Kamohelo: Use a condom.
Julia: That is not simple to find out your boyfriend has been

130 This corresponds with the good level of knowledge about HIV/AIDS depicted in section 5.5.2.
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cheating on you, it’s not simple, because he can sleep somewhere,
you don’t know.

Catherine: When he comes home after sleeping somewhere and
then he wants to have sex with you, you must use a condom or
forget about it.

However, the participants in Focus Group 1 agreed on the fact that the majority of men
do not like using condoms — consistent with a finding from Versteeg and Murray (2008) —
and still disapprove when women suggest it. This was an indication that HIV/AIDS has
had no further transforming impact on gender relations regarding greater equality in

decision-making on safer sex.

FG1 Julia: It is not simple for men to use the protection. They don’t like
using condoms. It is not simple.
Kamohelo: They say you don’t eat the sweets with a cover.
Julia: 1t’s not easy for men. Men do not use a condom. Even though
when you want to use a condom. It’s not simple.
Tshepiso: They don’t agree.
Julia: They don’t agree.
Tshepiso: Even though they can see that HIV is Killing you.
Julia: They say that they can’t wear a rain coat when there is no rain
(laughter). Yes, they are saying that. Cause, yes they are saying that
it’s true. So, few of them protect themselves.
Kamohelo: Maybe two percent.
Julia: Maybe two percent but | think 98 percent don’t use a
condom.

Versteeg and Murray (2008) assessed the accessibility of condoms in the North West
Province and found that many barriers stand in the way of safer sex practices, but that
accessibility to condoms is not one. However “[t]he problem remains the actual usage of
the condoms” (ibid:93) and unfaithfulness is confirmed as a key problem (ibid:91).
Indeed, both unmarried and married women in my study revealed in the individual
interviews a lack of trust in their partner’s fidelity as a major relationship problem, no
matter the quality of the relationship and the fact that the majority of women in the
sample felt at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS. Therefore, being capable of negotiating
safer sex with a male partner and making a common decision would be indicative of the

female partner’s sexual agency and participants’ potential for HIV self-protection
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strategies in their intimate relationship.

6.4.2.1 Decision-making on condom usage in bad partnerships

In the literature review (chapter 2) I discussed partner violence as an issue of non-agency
being responsible for women’s increased vulnerability to HIV infection. It has been
shown that condom use is highly unlikely in sexual encounters characterised by violence
(Jewkes et al., 2002b; Dunkle et al., 2003; Dunkle et al., 2006; Kalichman et al., 2007:
Amnesty International, 2008).

Women in this study were exposed to direct HIVV/AIDS infection risk through forced or
coercive sexual intercourse with a possibly HIV-infected husband; or more indirectly if
their partner was engaged in sexual relations outside the marriage and refused condom
use. Tshepiso, Maria, Rose and Grace disclosed that they had gone for HIV/AIDS testing

on these grounds.

While Maria, Rose and Grace, all middle-aged, were not at the time of the interview
engaged in a new partnership, Tshepiso was very concerned about HIV/AIDS
transmission and had been for several tests because she suspected her former husband
could have died of AIDS. However, her new boyfriend had declined her suggestion to go
for testing and suppressed further discussion. Tshepiso was the only one among the

informants who admitted that her boyfriend refused to use condoms:

Do you take protection?

He doesn’t want to use protection.
Did you try to talk to him?

Yes.

I: What did he say?

He doesn’t feel comfortable.

Because Tshepiso was economically fully dependent on her boyfriend (he supported her
entire family), she gave in to his wishes. She saw no alternative, and commented with

some resignation that “we have to sacrifice”. In her case the link between economic
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dependence and lack of negotiation power was evident.

Dyondzeka made an interesting point by referring to the link between alcohol
consumption and carelessness in terms of sexual risk behaviour. In South Africa, heavy
alcohol consumption is widespread and a major health concern (Morojele, Kachieng,
Mokoko, Nkoko, Parry, Nkowane, Moshia & Saxena, 2006). Even if a couple agrees on
using condoms, if drunk the good intentions may be easily forgotten or considered less
important. Carelessness is not a specific characteristic of a bad relationship; however,
alcohol consumption is not only associated with sexual risk behaviour but often with the
risk of interpersonal and domestic violence (ibid; Jewkes, 2002) although this was not the

case with Dyondzeka.

Maybe | agree with my partner, he uses a condom. When he is
coming from the tavern, he is a drunkard maybe, and me, I'm a
drunkard. And we are going just to sleep without a condom.
(Dyondzeka)

Kamohelo and Sheila stated they were using condoms regularly without giving details of
the negotiation process, whilst Mona said that she was not. Mona displayed a rather
fatalistic attitude towards a positive HIV diagnosis. Only if she knew she was HIV-
positive, would she start using condoms. She submited to higher powers (God) or
authorities (medical personnel) giving her advice on what to do. Her attitude was
understandable if one considers the violence and dominance both her partners exercised

over her (including threats to kill her).

Only 1 get this thing then when | go to test. They say ‘you are like
this’ [HIV-positive], | must accept and | must tell myself ok, if God,
he doesn’t like me to be on this planet. ... nothing I can do, he will
guide me to do this, do this.

No, if they [medical personnel] told we must, | will use condom ...
They told me I must use condom. | must. Nothing I can do. (Mona)

Sheila’s short answer gave an impression of the tension in and overall forceful nature of

her relationship.
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How do you protect yourself?

By using a condom.

Do you discuss this with your boyfriend?

They usually speak about it. He says that if he sees her with pimples
or a sore he will know she is infected. (Interpreter for Sheila)

Of the women who assessed their partnership as bad but were still involved with the
partner, mainly unmarried women in their 30s, some were using condoms, some were
not. There was a high awareness of infection risk and women seemed to care much more
about it than men. As noted in the literature review, condoms are not used in sexual
encounters characterised by violence (Wood, Mafohra & Jewkes, 1998; Dunkle et al.,
20044a; Fox et al., 2007; Amnesty International, 2008). Therefore Tshepiso, Rose, Grace
and Maria went for testing after they had separated from their husbands (cf. section
6.3.3). The circumstances are too different to draw an overall concluding statement. If
condoms were used | think that using them consistently was a major problem. In
partnerships labelled as bad | could not detect gender transformative practices, on the
contrary, most of them were characterised by traditional dominant masculine gendered

praxis.

6.4.2.2 Decision-making on condom usage good partnerships

Therefore the question of transformation in gender relations is may be better posed for
women in good partnerships. In the problem-centred interviews most of the younger
unmarried women reported using condoms with their partners — some consistently, others
only inconsistently. However, it was always the woman who took the initiative. This
finding corresponds with the perception discussed in Focus Group 1 that the majority of
men would prefer sex without a condom. However, the majority of the interviewees’
partners seemed to have accepted their girlfriend’s wishes, even if they would prefer not
to use a condom. To me this indicates a shift from traditional forms of dominant
manhood to a more accommodating form. The primary reason given by the participants
for suggesting condom use was to protect themselves from HIV transmission and less for
contraception, which gives evidence of a high risk perception. In some cases condoms

were chosen for both reasons. Catherine was still newly in love and she suggested using
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condoms to her partner. First he disagreed but when Catherine argued that they were
putting their lives at risk, he agreed: “He wanted not, then | said ‘no, because we will
risking our lives’. Then he said ‘ok, fine’.” Similarly, Lisa was careful to prevent HIV-
transmission: “I wanted not to have sex without a protection, to protect myself.” Elisabeth
revealed great insecurity when it came to trusting her boyfriend’s faithfulness. In order to
reassure herself, she pursued a strategy of sometimes making her boyfriend use a condom
against his wishes. Because of the inconsistency this practice has to be regarded as futile
in terms of protection. However, in terms of agency she might have developed a sense of

having a choice and self-determination:

But sometimes my boyfriend is fighting. For eight years we’ve been
together, so we know each other very well. So he says ‘there’s no
use to use a condom’, cause he trusts himself, and then he trusted
me. So he says ‘it’s not right for us to use condoms cause we trust
each other’. ... Sometimes | say ‘no’, | just want to use it cause men
are not trustworthy. ... So sometimes it ends up maybe that night we
didn’t use it but maybe tomorrow if | feel somehow — maybe the
other day I just say “we need to use a condom’. So he says ‘why, but
last night we didn’t use it, what is wrong?’, things like that. | just
feel like maybe something is not right. (Elisabeth)

Julia and her boyfriend use “condoms for most of the time” and both were planning to go
for testing “because we want to take our relationship to the next level ... so that we can
be able to trust each other”. Both seemed to be pragmatic about the subject: the
significance of a negative test result as a precondition for getting married and starting a
family reflected the severity and scale of the country’s HIV/AIDS epidemic in the
perception of young age groups. The way Julia presented her view made the test result

appear even more important than love.

May | ask, do you use condoms or are you thinking about it?

Yes. We use condoms for most of the time and we are going to test.
So you are worried?

Next month we are going to the test.

Why?

Because we want to take our relationship to the next level. Yes. It’s
been a while. So that we can be able to trust each other.

Will you get married?
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It’s like when he wants to marry me, he will know that | am
negative. And then | want to marry him, I’ll know that he is
negative. | mean these days marriage is a certificate of the test
results. It’s all about that now. Most of the people are talking about
that, say they can’t marry a person who has AIDS. No. You want a
family, you want everything, you want many things from your
partner, you know. So you have to be in a happy relationship with a
happy, you know, status. You have to know each other well. (Julia)

Whereas the use of condoms in this couple’s premarital relationship seemed pragmatic
and unproblematic, this might change when married. It revealed once again the stronger
values and norms which are associated with marriage. The unmarried couple expected
marriage to be a safe place. If both tested negative and they are then married they would
stop using condoms as a sign of love and trust. However, if the husband has unprotected
sex outside the marriage, marriage is a context for considerable risk of HIV infection for
women (cf. Baylies, 2000:11) or vice versa. As argued by Thornton (2002), ‘having sex’
in South African black culture is effectively defined in terms of the flow of sexual
substance, in ‘flesh to flesh’ contact, a concept of sexuality which is particularly
important in marital sexual relations. For instance, despite Nomsa’s distrust of her
husband after his betrayal, the couple never used condoms. However, as revealed in
another context, she underwent regular HIV testing not least as a result of her job (where

she was confronted with AIDS patients in the final stage).

FG 2 Nomsa: I’ve never used a condom before. I’ve never myself.
Because I’ve never been into another relationship except this one. |
don’t know the difference between a condom and a — | don’t know.

d*® to use a condom is

Participants in both focus groups believed that asking a husban
very difficult, if not impossible. This doubt pointed toward the deep and persistent
entrenchment of the African socio-cultural concept of sexuality as the patriarchal code of
respect which assigns sole decision-making power to the husband to define the conditions

under which sex will take place.

131 Although my question did not particularly enquire about husbands the participants related it to husbands.
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FG2 Nomsa: For myself it’s a difficult one. As a married woman you
cannot say to your husband ‘use a condom’.
Emily: You must use a condom. The protection is the only one. But
when you’re married it’s difficult.
Nomsa: It’s not easy.
Mandisa: Is flesh-to-flesh.
Emily: The husband - [if you] say ‘look here, use the condom’ — he
will think it must be something wrong in your mind. If you’re
married it’s difficult.

FG1 Tshepiso: Like your husband won’t allow to use [a] condom
because he tells you ‘right now’.
Gladys: If you don’t want to sleep with your husband, your husband
will tell you that you’ve been cheating somewhere with someone.
Catherine: I think we must learn to say ‘no’.
Julia, Kamohelo: That’s not easy. When you’re married it’s not
easy, how can you say ‘no’ —
Catherne: Yeah, it’s not easy but if you say ‘no’ you say ‘no’ and
then —
Tshepiso: To whom?
Catherine: To your husband!
Tshepiso, Julia, Kamohelo: Uh.
Elisabeth: He will leave you. He will move on. It’s not simple to
say that. He will move on while you are staying with him.

Catherine’s suggestion to say “no” and thus refuse her husband sex if he did not agree to
use a condom was more or less dismissed by the rest of the group and not mentioned in
Focus Group 2. This exposed the women’s somehow helpless acceptance of hegemonic
masculine values and behaviours. To request condom use from a husband would be
tantamount to rebellion and a questioning of doxa. However, Focus Group 1, the group
containing the younger and unmarried participants, was more critical of the imposed rules

and code of respect, maybe best expressed in the sentence “we must learn to say no”.

When the focus groups participants discussed the difficulties of enforcing condom use to
protect themselves from infection, the only solution both groups came up with was to
trust the husband — surprising, because this contradicts the findings of the individual
interviews, which revealed a great deal of distrust in most relationships. Again, the risk of

unsafe sex was clearly perceived. However, there was no indication of gender
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transformative practices within marriage in this local context. Women continue to lack

sexual agency when married (“you don’t because of — you are married”).

FG1 Tshepiso: In a marriage we take vows before God, ... we make
commitments, how can you say that. Within our marriages we don’t
use condoms, we trust.

Julia: But sometimes it’s risky, it’s risky. It’s risky to sleep with
your husband when he sleeps around. It’s not safe. You should wear
a condom. | know it is not easy but it is risky.

Tshepiso: Yeah, it’s risky but it is not easy. It’s not easy.

Catherine: We as women pressurise ourselves because your
husband doesn’t want to use a condom. You do it because of — you
are married. It is like you are doing him a favour. But on the other
hand you are going to die.

Julia: Yeah, doing it for the sake of marriage not for the sake of
love. Because you don’t want your Kids to stay confused. You want
your kids to have a family. Even though it’s not a happy family.
Tshepiso: But most of us we are living in fear.

Catherine: And some of us we won’t believe when we see it.

Julia: We are living in fear.

Mandisa in particular believed that she would know if her husband were cheating on her
and was confident — other than Nomsa — about having the power to discuss condom use
with him. Quina et al. (2000) have shown that communicating with a sexual partner about
potential risks is an important aspect of risk reduction and women who feel they have
power in their sexual lives are likely to communicate their likes and dislikes to their
partners. As depicted in the previous section, married women actually had little sexual
agency so that I, like Nomsa, venture to doubt the successful negotiation of condom use.
However, in Mandisa’s case her self-confidence is probably based on her long years of

marriage and her husband’s predictable behaviour.

FG 2 Mandisa: | think, you know your husband. You can see —
Nomsa: You can see in me | don’t trust him very well.
Mandisa: Trust is there, you’re going to trust each other, to be
faithful to each other.
Other: Yeah, yeah
Mandisa: You know your husband. If your husband is ok, you can
see [that] he is fine. Everything is going well at home, you see.
Emily: If he starts nonsense, you notice it very quickly. ...
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Nomsa: If you see that your husband has started nonsense what will
you do to protect yourself?

Mandisa: I’m going to talk.

Nomsa: You can talk but —

Mandisa: Yes! We can talk and then after that I’m going to tell him
that — I’m going to use this [condom].

In both groups participants used the concept of trust in the husband as a strategy for
coping with their fear of HIV infection through their partner’s infidelity. Trust was an
essential component of intimate love relationships or marriages, yet a rather fragile
concept. If | consider the high level of distrust most interviewees’ displayed in the
problem-centred interviews, the idea of trusting the partner seems to differ substantially
from the realities of everyday life. The participants in Focus Group 1 very clearly
perceived the risk of HIV-infection where the husband had an extra-marital affair. The
paradox in countering distrust with trust reveals to me the degree of helplessness and lack
of agency in which the married women live in their daily lives since they are not in a
position to make their own decisions about protection or about having sex. It is in in

marriage in particular that women are forced to put their lives at risk.**?

For married women, who were more senior, HIV testing seemed to be the only possible
“safety check” constituting a rather limited form of agency. Six of the women went for
testing after they separated from their husband/long-term partner or suspected their
partner’s infidelity (knowledge of HIV status, however, does not necessarily lead to

behaviour change).

The data suggest that to assert condom use is much easier for unmarried than married

women. This finding is consistent with the Nelson Mandela/HSRC study which reported

132 The female condom may provide an alternative to the male condom. Negotiating the use of female-
initiated methods can, however, be threatening for men and overstep local values (cf. Mantell, Dworkin,
Exner, Hoffman, Smit & Susser, 2006: 2001; see also Susser & Stein, 2000). Mantell et al. (2006) argue
that female-initiated methods are part of a changing state of gender relations and can be a catalyst for
breaking norms of female sexual silence. Yet, in neither of the individual interviews, nor in the Focus
Group 1 interview was the possibility of using this method mentioned. Only in Focus Group 2 was it briefly
touched on without any further consideration or discussion. This ‘ignorance’ may to some extent be linked
to the poor availability of female condoms in the North West Province. As Versteeg and Murray (2008:86)
reveal in their study, female condoms are much less attainable than male condoms in the province’s local
clinics.
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that participants who were single were considerably more likely to use condoms than

those who were married (Shisana & Simbayi, 2002:76).**

Among the participants in my
study the fear of HIV-infection is omnipresent and results in unmarried women engaging
in the negotiation of safer sex which enforces some gender transformative practices to
greater equality within the partnership. Although the discussion in the focus groups
implied that interviewees perceive only a few men as willing to use condoms, the
majority of the younger women reported that their partners had given in — although
sometimes reluctantly — if they asked for condom use. Distrust is a significant and
rational concept in this respect: in new relationships the wish for condom use is a matter
of not yet established trust; in long-term relationships it is a matter of distrust in the
partner’s fidelity. However, the problem in terms of protection is inconsistency of

condom use.

In contrast, condom use in marriage was still deemed impossible by both younger and
older participants. None of the married woman used condoms. Younger women who
negotiated condom use with their boyfriends could not imagine doing so if married. In
this respect the patriarchal code of respect is of major importance: to question the
husband’s authority in sexual decision-making seemed inconceivable. Therefore, in
marriage an irrational ideal of trust as affirmation of love was kept up. The suggestion of
one younger participant to learn to say no to condomless sex was not acted on. At the
same time the women were aware of the high price they pay for their compliance. What is

revealed here and has also been pointed out by Miriam (2007) is the lived contradiction

133 Compared to 32.6% of single women in the age group 25-49, only 13.2% of women married under
traditional law and 15.8% of women married under civil law report condom use at last sexual intercourse
(Shisana & Simbayi, 2002:76.). Similarly, analysing data from the Reproductive Health and HIV Research
Unit National Youth Survey, Setsuko Hendriksen, Pettifor, Lee, Coates and Rees (2007) show that young
adults who were married or had been involved in a relationship for six months or longer were significantly
less likely to have used a condom during their most recent sexual intercourse. For married women it is
likely that condoms are being used for contraception and less for HIV prevention (ibid:81). Maharaj and
Cleland (2005b) conducted a cross-sectional survey among adult men and women in KwaZulu-Natal (n=
238) and discovered substantial discrepancies between husbands’ and wives’ reports of contraceptive use.
This was partly due to a tendency of men to over-report condom use on the one hand and women’s
concealment of contraceptive use on the other. The dominant method used by women was injectables.
Furthermore, the results suggested that wives often took the initiative by using a method of family planning
without their husband’s knowledge. Contrary to the belief that women are powerless in reproductive
decision-making, they played a dominant role.
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of choice and subordination as being central to women’s agency.
6.5 Disclosing or hiding relationship problems?

An important question is whether women prefer to maintain secrecy about their
relationship problems or whether they search for social and emotional support which may
strengthen their self-confidence and enhance their agency. Jewkes (2002:1425), for
example, understands social support as a source of power for women that can protect
against partner violence; and social support from a woman’s family in particular may be a
source of practical assistance. However, to disclose abuse is not easy; traditionally the in-

d.’** After having been married

law family or traditional authorities have to be consulte
traditionally, a woman is no longer regarded as a member of her family; she is therefore
required to address problems with her in-law family. Only if the family is unable to
resolve the problem, can she seek assistance from her parents (cf. Hargreaves et al.,

2006:28).

Maria and Grace gave accounts of how they sought help from their in-law families and
how these family members stood by the man marginalising and disempowering them.
Rather unusually, her mother-in-law first stood by Maria but was blackmailed to

withdraw her support so that Maria was confronted alone by her husband’s siblings.

Her mother-in-law she used to stand with her and trusted her up to
then until the family, the children didn’t support her because she
was an elderly, she was depending on her children to support her
and then when she stands for this lady, they started not to give her

13 In Hargreaves’ et al.’s (2006) study, focus group participants gave the following reasons for why
women, married and single, tend not to disclose abuse: marriage is regarded as a private family matter that
is dealt with internally and not disclosed to the wider public; women’s fear of shaming themselves and their
family; especially because a woman is often blamed for causing the violence by flouting traditional and
social rules, thereby bringing her husband, his family and her parents into disrepute; on marriage, women
are advised to endure the problems and difficulties of marriage and not to leave even when circumstances
are hard; the absence of a person women can talk to in confidence contributes to why women rarely talk
about the abuse; young people conceal their dating relationships from their parents and elders which results
in young women having few options for support when they confront violence in their relationships with
young men; and the fear of the marital relationship breaking down, leaving women and their children
without means of support (ibid:24).
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any food and then she backed-off.

They fight verbally and together with other families, sisters-in-law,
brothers-in-law, brother-in-law. They could just come and shout in
her house and shout and shout and it was just like that and nobody
stands for her, everybody was against her. (Interpreter for Maria)

Grace had a similar experience with her brother-in-law:

She tried to speak to her brother-in-law. Usually when there is a
problem she tried to go to Mamelodi to speak to her brother-in-law
and they did agree together. But once she leaves and then the
husband comes, everything changes because his brother, her bother-
in-law is going to stand now with her husband. (Interpreter for
Grace)

If family interventions or the traditional mediation route prove insufficient, an alternative
strategy is to seek protection from the law, usually by asking help from the police and
applying for a protection order. South African post-apartheid legislation makes provision
for the duties of the police in section 2 of the Domestic Violence Act (No. 116 of 1998)
which is aimed at ensuring an adequate police response to domestic violence by making it
obligatory for the police to assist complainants in domestic violence cases (Hargreaves et
al., 2006:35-36). However, this is a major step because the problems then are taken to the
public arena. Christine, for instance, stressed that she did not want to involve another

institution outside the family.

And then they [clinic personnel] referred her to the social workers
but instead she thought that she should try to solve this thing in the
family. And then they tried to solve it. It is over now and she didn’t
go to welfare. (Interpreter for Christine)

In the problem-centred interview only Tshepiso revealed that she had applied for a
protection order against her former husband. Yet, all the focus groups participants were
well aware of such a procedure. It was suggested that if a woman wanted to leave she had
either to involve the police in order to get legal protection, here termed a ‘restraining

order’ (protection order), or to make herself financially independent in order to escape
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from the abusive relationship. Again, in view of their own long-term unemployment, the
participants knew about the difficulty of getting a sustainable job in the present economic

situation of the country, an acute structural constraint to women’s agency.

FG1 Gladys: Some husbands — they don’t take it serious. If you want
something to go, you have to go to the police — to get a restraining
order.

Gladys, Tshepiso: But if you have a job you should leave him.

Catherine: If you want to get out of the abusive relationship, you
have to get a restraining order. Because — by yourself, you can’t
leave by yourself.

I: So you say, the best thing is to have a job?

All: Yeah.

Tshepiso: I think, it’s the best way. Even though it won’t be easy. |
can find a job today but you won’t go tomorrow, the work is over.
You have to work first and see that your things are covered. And
then take things slowly. Step by step.

Catherine: But some men they don’t, even if we work —

Gladys: They will threaten you.

Tshepiso: Worse than that

Finally, participants indicated what | have already pointed out, namely that leaving does
not necessarily end the violence. This is testimony to what radical feminists call sexual
terrorism, that is, a system by which men frighten, and by frightening, control and
dominate, women (Sheffield, 2004:410).

As Emily explained, in such a context of hiding or disclosure the collective silencing of
women was an effective mechanism of oppression in that it discouraged women from
expressing their experiences, in addition to the socio-cultural constraint that forbids

women from returning to their home of origin or to seek help.

FG2 Emily: In our time when you got married, they said ‘ok, you get
married, that’s what you like and then you stay there, you’re not
going to come back here because there’s no more place for you to
eat in this house. When you are in love, married, you will stay there
no matter how hard it is’. You just said ‘uh, I can’t go back home’.
That husband abuses you, beats you, does everything what he likes
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with you. You know, you’re not moving because you think of that
words they said — you can’t go back home. If you’re married you
must stand for your marriage. You don’t even tell them, you don’t
tell your mother, your father ‘it’s hard here’. You never say a word
... but they will notice because they will see you. You changed.
You can’t tell that it’s not nice in this marriage. But you won’t tell.
You won’t tell. You must hide it — all your life and you keep on,
saying, one day it’s going to be all right. One day it’s going to be all
right. Some of them they come right, but some of them they never
come right. You’re not moving in that house. Stay there! Till you
die there! (laughs)

Not much has changed since Emily’s time; the prescription to conceal the abuse was still
valid. Women were not only supposed to suffer in silence but also to endure an unhappy
relationship (cf. Fox et al., 2007:593). In Focus Group 2 Nomsa referred to a rule of good
conduct underlying the above statement, which was being patient in a relationship no
matter how hard it was since it was the woman’s duty to stick to her marriage: “... a
married woman, a woman will say ‘I’ll have to make this marriage work’ even though the
man is abusive, [no matter] how abusive he is, ‘I’ll just have patience’”. If women were
struggling in an abusive relationship “they don’t speak out” but instead are “trying to
protect the silence” (Nomsa), or as Lorraine stated “you don’t have to tell somebody, that
your boyfriend, your husband is beating you”. Therefore this group suggested that
women should speak out and discuss problems with trustworthy friends — I will discuss

the difficulties related to this suggestion further on in this section.

In the group under study all maltreated women managed to leave their abusive partner
regardless of economic dependence, threats by the partner to kill them if they left or
ongoing terrorising if they had left. With the decision to leave the abusive partner the
participants still displayed agency. Deviating from the rule, Kamohelo, Mona, Tshepiso
and Maria returned to their parent’s home. | assume that the main reason for this was
economic constraints; making ends meet is easier in a family household. Yet, except for
Kamohelo, they also found comfort and emotional support in their families. Kamohelo’s
statement again demonstrates the mechanism of silence even within the family; she was

not supposed to disclose her true experience but to keep up a facade.
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Her parents, they did not trust her when she told them what was
happening. After some time she kept quiet. She did not tell anyone
because they thought she was lying. (Interpreter for Kamohelo)

An unexpected insight for me was that several participants found help and comfort

through praying and singing:

Whenever she is feeling down, she always used to pray and then
after praying then she receives and then, some hymns and songs.
(Interpreter for Christine)

How did you cope, what helped you what gave you strength to cope
with this?

When he was shouting she was afraid, because most of the time he
was doing that during the night and then she couldn’t answer or
shout.

What helped her for relieve?

What she used to do is she prayed, she is a singer, she likes to sing
very much that is when problems started, sometimes she just sang
very loud. (Interpreter for Grace)

In the individual interviews | became very aware of the fact that a number of participants
were unwilling or reluctant to share their personal problems with another person.
Although most of the women had at least one person to share problems with, mostly with
a friend or immediate family (mother, sister), still over one quarter stated that they did not
share their problems with anyone. This fact led me to discuss the issue in the focus group
sessions by asking the question: Why do many women not share their experiences with
other women? In both groups the explanations were more or less the same and disclosed a
very negative perception of other women. Participants explained the phenomenon as
“gossip” and “jealousy”, for example: “I tell Gladys my experiences, then she goes to my
boyfriend and tell[s] him: ‘your girlfriend said this and this and this’” (Catherine; FG1).
Even as friends, women “backstab each other” (Tshepiso; FG1). Women feared that if
they disclosed their problems to another woman, they would be in danger of betrayal: the
other woman might tell her partner what she was told by her in order to alienate the man
from his girlfriend or wife and thus to be in his favour. Women were perceived as

untrustworthy and manipulative, and as enjoying ridiculing other women. Similar results
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were reported from a study in Malawi (Lindgren, Rankin & Rankin, 2005).

FG2 Nomsa: They can manipulate you and you felt that those people
were your friends. You’ve shared everything, you told about your
husband’s short dick, you tell them everything, you share with them
everything. Which means they are going to tell your husband
everything. So that is why. Because women we don’t like each
other. We don’t. Because we do feel jealous of each other. That is
why we are not being open to each other as such.

In a community where women have economically and ideologically no standing without
a man, women are forced to compete for the gender with generally greater access to
resources and higher social status, that is, men — as Lerner phrased it, economically less
privileged women are “one man away from poverty” (Lerner, 1993:244). The negative
perception of other women echoes a male perspective and is fatal in terms of solidarity
and common interests. To turn women against each other is one of the most effective
mechanisms of patriarchy for perpetuating male supremacy (Daly, 1978;"*° Lerner,
1986). From what the women in the study stated this mechanism was very much alive in
their daily lives and undermined any solidarity among them. Most participants appeared

very isolated although living in a collective culture.

To summarise: while some participants shared problems with close family members or
friends, others kept the silence. What | unexpectedly found in this context was a general
perception of women as untrustworthy and manipulative, rivals in the competition for
men. From this | conclude that there is little or no solidarity among women in the

community.

Some participants, however, clearly perceived the negative effects of keeping silent about
problems and had started an initiative where they met on a regular basis to share their

problems. The radical feminism of the 1970s in particular promoted consciousness-

135 Gyn/Ecology is structured on the passages a woman must make in the “ec-statical” voyage of becoming.
Daly’s voyage (of becoming) is an “Otherworld Journey” and both, a discovery and creation of a world
other than patriarchy. Women should create their relationships (environment, mother, daughters, and other
women) through themselves and not through a male perspective (Daly, 1978).
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raising groups as a special — grassroots — practice of knowledge-building. In the sessions
women got together in informal settings to talk about their lives and experiences.
According to MacKinnon (1989), a first step is to connect, learn to trust and to create a
respectful context for interchange. In contrast with the others, Nomsa, Karen and
Mandisa had already put such an idea into practice; they met every Tuesday afternoon to

share their problems. They intended to open their circle to other women as well in future.

FG2

When asked about the contradiction with the above findings assessing women as
untrustworthy and hostile, it was argued that this group had a specific religious
background. Their spirituality enabled the three women to consciously fight against

human nature, especially a woman’s nature which is deemed to be “hostile” and
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Nomsa: We are only three for now, it’s Mandisa, Karen, and me.
Yeah, and then we share problems like the way our husbands are
giving us headaches, and the way children give us headaches. ... So
we come up just raising our problems. Coming up with prayer
points and then pray for example ‘could you please pray for me, my
husband has gone for an interview somewhere’, ‘please could you
pray for me, we didn’t get quiet yesterday, me and my husband we
were fighting’ and then ‘I had a promise, somewhere they were
promising me a job’, something like that. Talk about it and give
each other advices. ... We are only friends and we just thought we
have to do something this year and then we will invite other women
next year. We started from January because right now we are
praying for it every Tuesday when we meet. So that we can ask God
for guidance (background talk) — even cooking recipes. We did give
each other, it’s like a — | don’t know, ... it’s like, it’s something
which is only for an hour, so which means, when we are going to
invite other maybe [then it will be] two hours, it’s going to depend
on how many we will be because we will give each woman a
chance.

“jealous”, and to develop instead “the spirit of sharing”:

FG2

Nomsa: You know why, it’s not the same thing. We are Born-
Again. Immediately, when | start to have that bad idea inside my
mind | just have to crash it. This is not good. | mean, as a human
you know what is good and what is bad. So if [you have] a bad idea
— just slash your mind. You know it’s wrong. This is my friend,
she’s my sister, she’s everything and then | have to have pity for
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her. You see ... as a Born-Again-person you don’t have to be
hostile. You have to have a spirit of sharing. That is what we are
practicing. We have to have the spirit of sharing, a spirit of
sympathy, everything which is good. But that is why | am saying
that it’s different and because of the human nature. The human
nature, a woman’s nature — what | tried to explain before about that
jealousy and all those things. The slash is in your mind, you have to
crash it with a positive something. That’s how we are surviving.

As pointed out in the theory chapter, the specific idea behind consciousness-raising
groups is that women speaking together create a shared reality and spaces within which
women begin to move (cf. MacKinnon, 1989:101). However, as Clare Chambers argues,
it would be wrong to suggest that group interaction is always transformative. “Traditional
women’s groups foster conformity just as radical groups encourage revolution.
Nonetheless, the combination of the group setting with the shared desire to act reflexively
can be a potent force for change” (Chambers, 2005:338). What is important is the
development of a critical consciousness which may lead women to reflect critically on the
conditions that shape their lives and to an insight that existing norms can be changed,; in
addition, to develop confidence in their power to resist dominant gender norms in the
interests of being able to assert their, for instance, sexual health (cf. Campbell &
McPhail, 2002). So far, in Nomsa, Karen and Mandisa’s initiative, no critical reflection
of women’s social experiences had taken place; on the contrary, the group displayed
fairly compliant stances with regard to the existing patriarchal order (cf. section 5.4.2).
However, if the group is going to involve more women and gain greater diversity it is not
out of the question in the future that it might provide a basis and a safe site for more
solidarity and active participation in discussions on taboo subjects such as sexuality,
HIV/AIDS and gender violence (cf. Haddad, 2006:136) generating critique of the
givenness of so many discriminating experiences. Since | observed that the women all
enjoyed their participation in the focus groups sessions, | believe a group setting could be

an appropriate vehicle to free women of the local community from isolation and silence.
In order to strengthen women in their proximal environment, including their intimate

partnerships, the AIDS crisis may become a vehicle for tackling the lack of solidarity

among women in the community. As pointed out in section 5.5.2, many participants
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experienced the infection and/or death of close relatives as a result of AIDS. Several
actively supported People Living With HIV/AIDS (PLWHA), relatives as well as non-
relatives, in a consciously non-discriminatory and non-stigmatising manner. As they all
worried about themselves and their children, this may lay a basis for willingness to break
the silence. Whether this can lead to greater solidarity among women in the community
and even develop into a potent force for change, in particular if more women with diverse
mindsets will be involved in future and open up the discussions, remains to be seen.
Heise and Elias (1995) argue in this context that the involvement in collective activity
may strengthen women’s capacity to negotiate increased personal protection. Important in
the group setting is to learn to analyse and reflect. However, whether power relations on
the level of intimate partnerships can be transformed in the long run is also linked to
questions of overwhelming material and social forces such as socio-cultural sanctions and

structural inequalities.

6.6 Conclusion

This chapter examined the linkages between partnership quality and the participants’
capacity for sexual agency. | assumed that women are likely to have greater capacity for
sexual agency and are in a better position to negotiate having sex and condom use in
partnerships assessed as good compared to women in relationships assessed as bad.
Although women’s agency in partnerships assessed as good was indeed greater than in
those assessed as bad, their agency was, however, still restricted primarily by socio-
cultural constraints. | therefore looked at the participants’ agency from a perspective
where the female agent lives through her situation rather than overcomes domination as
argued by Miriam (2007:213).

Most of the participants lived in long-term partnerships or marriages. Likewise, a
majority of interviewees assessed their partnership as good and enjoyable, a few as bad,
while one participant was ambivalent. It would seem that interviewees across all age
groups had fairly contemporary ideas of what constitutes a good or a bad partnership and

a very clear understanding of what the core values for a successful relationship were.
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Among the reported relationship problems, the most repeated problem was that the
interviewee has or once had to share her partner, reflecting the sexual double standard for
men and women. As a result, a significant lack of trust in the male partner’s fidelity, even
in relationships deemed good, was revealed. Owing to this distrust there was a high
awareness of a possible personal HIV-infection risk among the participants in
partnerships assessed as good and bad, as well as among older married and younger
unmarried women, raising the question of their capacity for sexual agency within their

partnerships in terms of protection from HIV infection.

A second major problem reported was intimate partner violence, which almost half of the
sample had experienced at one point in their lifetime. At the time of the investigation four
interviewees disclosed that they were affected in varying degrees (shouting, slapping,
threats to be killed). In the mostly retrospective examples given, men controlled their
female partner/wife by aggressive and threatening behaviour. Patriarchal ideology set the
frame for the abuse by positioning men superior to women. In the violent interaction the
abuser established his dominant position; several men exploited their partners/wives
sexually because they felt entitled to do so, whereas some survivors had no idea why the
partner acted so violently. The space for female sexual agency in a bad partnership
depended on the degree of violence exercised in the relationship. The chances of
countering the violence or even showing resistance in the situation were limited and
constrained; the women submitted out of fear. If the level of abuse was high it led to
passivity and trauma. However, although these acts may appear as deviant behaviour in
individual men, it is to the credit of radical feminist theory that the systematic character
of the violation of women’s bodily integrity, sexual exploitation and the issue of male
violence against women has been exposed as being central to women’s oppression.
Intimate partner violence constitutes a specific gendered practice in the form of
power/dominance-submission — and remains the greatest constraint to female agency on
an interpersonal level. The only option if an abused woman is to regain agency is to leave
the abusive partner.
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In relation to the research question, a socio-cultural constraint with far-reaching
consequences for female autonomy and sexual agency was brought to light, namely the
traditional rule inscribed in the patriarchal code of respect that does not allow a wife to
refuse her husband sex. This revealed the significance of marital status for the restricted
capacity for sexual agency that a woman has in making free choices in terms of having
sex — even in relationships free of violence. Whereas unmarried participants perceived
that there was room for negotiation on whether or not to have sex and in fact negotiated
this with their boyfriends, participants rejected the possibility of such an option within
marriage. Married women in particular fully complied with the rule, did not question it,
and instead took it for granted. A strategy for living through this situation was to
reinterpret unwanted sex as wanted. These married participants fully identified with the
husband’s needs while suppressing their own sexuality completely. This demonstrates
perfectly how structures constitutive of a particular environment produce habitus, which
in turn generates and structures practice. Although younger unmarried participants
demonstrated a far more critical attitude by recognising the oppressive impact of culture
in this context neither married nor unmarried participants could suggest an alternative to
this deeply internalised socio-cultural template. This supports Bourdieu’s (2001)
argument that the efficacy of habitus is durable and deeply embedded in the body in the

form of dispositions. It implies that change in gender relations is not likely to occur.

| also aimed at investigating the interplay of subordination and individual choices in order
to probe (South African) rural black women’s potential for HIV-protection strategies in
their intimate partnerships. The fear of HIV-infection was all-pervading. Women in this
study were exposed directly to the risk of HIV/AIDS infection through forced or coercive
sexual intercourse with a possibly HIV-infected male partner; or indirectly if their partner
was engaged in sexual relations outside the marriage and refused condom use. Some
interviewees disclosed that they went for HIV/AIDS testing on these grounds. Overall,
the data suggest that to assert condom use was much easier for unmarried than married
women. Unmarried women were capable of negotiating condom use with their
boyfriends, whereas both married and unmarried women said to assert condom use in

marriage is impossible.
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Most of the unmarried younger women used condoms with their boyfriends, yet
consistency remained a problem. Trust and distrust played a significant role in this
respect: in fairly new premarital partnerships the interviewee’s wish for condom use was
linked to not-yet established trust; in long-term premarital and marital partnerships it was
linked to doubts about the partner’s fidelity. However, as highlighted by Baylies
(2000:11) and Maharaj and Cleland (2005a:25-26), condom use within marriage is not
enforceable because it would introduce an element of distrust into the marriage.
Furthermore, as | have suggested, the South African concept of sexuality as outlined by
Thornton stresses the importance of a physical as well as a spiritual flow of substances
between people (Thornton, 2002:4; 9) and is of particular importance in a marriage. In
premarital relationships, however, such connotations may be less essential and may allow
for condom use. In marriage the circumstances are far more distorted: distrust was
suppressed and instead an irrational ideal of trust as an affirmation of love was
maintained while at the same time interviewees were aware of the high price they pay for

their suppression of fears.

Owing to the internalisation of the patriarchal code of respect, married women in this
case study felt they had no space to negotiate safe sex and were forced to put their lives at
risk. Unmarried women had greater although not endless choices in this regard. The
omnipresent fear of HIV-infection caused young rural black women, who were not yet
married, to discuss their wants and needs and to negotiate responsible sexual behaviour
and HIV/AIDS prevention with their partners. However, greater mutuality put men’s
power to define sexual practice at stake and the capacity for agency of these younger
women depended on the male partner’s good will. It seemed that several boyfriends were
willing to accommodate their girlfriends’ wishes, thus representing a less traditional
masculinity. This was the only indication of transformation within gender relations |
found. However, once married this may change because of the powerful socio-cultural
template. It would thus appear that marital status (married/unmarried) has the greatest
impact on women’s capacity for agency in their intimate partnerships in the local socio-

cultural context of the study.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

Since the end of apartheid in 1994 South Africa has been in a society in transition. One
major area of institutional change is the advancement of gender equity and equality in the
country. Since South Africa’s Constitution is liberal, legislation and gender policies
reflect a liberal feminist position. However, in respect of civil matters South Africa has a
parallel system of law for black South Africans that recognises traditional African forms
of customary law and local government and which remains rooted in the politics of

traditionalism.

Changes in the political, social, and socio-eonomic spheres, and the HIVV/AIDS epidemic
have also generated change in the field of sexuality and, post 1994, South Africa has
undergone rapid sexual liberalisation. It has been suggested that HIV/AIDS has
accelerated liberal sexual discourse in the country and has broken old taboos and silences.
Today, post-apartheid South Africa is characterised by a gap between the progressive
character of public gender and sexual equality discourses on the one hand, and a
conservative backlash against gender and sexual transformation on the other (Robins,
2008), a gap that concerns rural black women’s lives in particular. Despite all the legal
advances that have taken place since 1994, South African rural black women are still
discriminated against in many spheres of life, including their homes and communities.
Numerous studies have focused on issues surrounding their vulnerability to gender-based
violence, sexual abuse and increased risk of HIVV/AIDS infection owing to their lack of
“bedroom power” (Machera, 2005). All this drew my attention to the private sphere of
intimate partnership dynamics and the question of women’s capacity for agency in the

face of overwhelming socio-eonomic and socio-cultural inequalities.

This study aimed to explore spaces for South African rural black women’s (sexual)
agency in intimate partnerships at a time of transition and amidst an HIVV/AIDS pandemic
to provide some local, empirical evidence for what is a common perception, namely the
lack of agency that rural black women have in negotiating their sexual relationships. It

also sought to find out whether there was any indication of transformation to be found in
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the gender relations between different age groups.

| deemed a case study as the appropriate research design for understanding both
constraints to South African rural black women’s sexual agency in a patriarchal social
order and possible gender transformative processes in an environment permeated by
traditional beliefs and practices. The rural community chosen represented a setting of the
‘typical’ life conditions of many rural black women in South Africa. Traditional practices
are still in place; no initiatives for poverty alleviation have taken place since
democratisation in 1994 and economic life is dominated by households living on the
brink of abject poverty. HIV prevalence among women in the area was around 30 percent
in 2005 when | conducted the fieldwork.

Working as a white European woman on the experiences of South African rural black
women did, however, require reflection on the question of representation, for example,
whether white women can speak about the experiences of black women at all. This issue
has been much contested — yet affirmed if the research meets the requirements of feminist
research (Gouws, 1993). In following the general principles of feminist research and
enquiry, | reflected on my involvement in the research process (in particular the power
dynamics between me and the research participants in the interview situation) and how it
affected the outcomes of the research. My particular concern in this study was
constructing knowledge from the insights of women’s experiences of oppression; to
research the lived experiences of a group of African black women living in a rural South
African community within a ‘moderate’ frame of standpoint epistemology. | took
women’s experiences as the starting point in order to explore and uncover patriarchal
social dynamics and relationships from a perspective of women. In the tradition of
standpoint research, | focused on women’s knowledge as emerging from women’s
situated experiences and it is precisely this gap between lived experience and the
prevailing patriarchal value systems that can lead to the development of new insights.
However, as has been suggested by Doucet and Mauthner (2007:419), the analysis of the
data took place back in the office away from the participants so that the research outcome

is to some extent a product of my own subjective understandings and location.
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| sympathise with the position that argues that “it is an illusion to think that, in anything
short of a participatory research project, participants can have anything approaching
‘equal’ knowledge to the researcher” (Kelly, Burton & Regan, 1994:37 cited in Millen,
1997:no page number; cf. Pels, 2004). Millen (1997) points out that theoretical ideas have
been explored by the researcher before conducting the research, and that it is a practical
necessity to do this if we are ever to have any knowledge at all. | venture to say that, as
with the women in my study, people may not always have a full awareness of the systems
which surround and constrain them. Researchers therefore may take the “responsibility to
illuminate these systems using their experiences, and illuminate their experiences using
these systems” (ibid:no page number). In this context Pels (2004:286) introduced the term
“reflexive elitism”: standpoints need reflexive spokespersons, as it is their work that
ultimately defines the situation for situated knowledge. In principle it is not necessary to
have lived the experience of oppression in order to understand other oppressed identities.
Knowledge or critical thought may emancipate itself from all situational determination
(ibid:282-284).

The research question contains highly political categories. Throughout this research |
have referred to a feminist paradigm and principles of feminist research which are linked
to feminist politics. Politics is, however, one of the main contested areas of the paradigm
shift from modern more political theories to postmodern theories with their focus on the
symbolic-cultural production of gender. Since the HIV pandemic has brought women’s
shared harmful experiences in the sexual realm, which cut across class, to the fore I
believe that HIV/AIDS and its impact on African black women highlight a particular
vulnerability that results from the category of gender and the fact of being female. Such a
claim is political because it comprehends gender inequality as a material social relation of
power and women’s liberation from male domination as a persisting aim of feminist
politics. To counter gender-based violence and sexual abuse of women remains a top

priority in the fight against women’s discrimination.

An objective of the research was to make a theoretical and empirical contribution to the

feminist silence around HIV/AIDS and related gender issues; in this research in particular
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the issue of rural black women’s sexual agency. While feminism in the West underwent a
depoliticisation of women’s critical analyses of patriarchy through the ‘linguistic turn’ in
postmodernism at the expense of the material power relations of oppression, African
feminists seldom engaged with crucial variables in accounting for women’s vulnerability
to HIV/AIDS, including African traditional cultures, sexuality, gender-based violence
and male domination. My findings therefore reflect a particular interest in, and attention

to, these variables as constraints to rural black women’s agency.

In terms of theory, | have borrowed from radical feminist theories to account for unequal
gender dynamics in the private domain as a rather neglected area of South Africa’s
gender transformative policies with its prevalent liberal paradigm and focus on the public
sphere. In using a framework of modern feminist thought I had to beware of not slipping
back into ‘white solipsism’ and | have integrated insights of the postcolonial critics and
masculinity studies into my research as these were very useful in avoiding essentialism
and universalism and instead tries to account for women’s agency in a historically,
socially and culturally specific way. The comprehension of gender in the radical feminist
tradition as a system of male domination of women’s bodies and minds is, however, an
important feature in my study. Applying key aspects of radical feminist theory to the
analysis was useful for investigating feminine commonalities of experience and interests
in a community ravaged by HIV and AIDS; where having capacity for sexual agency or
not is a deciding factor in whether one lives or dies. | have therefore rejected the notion
of radical feminist analytical concepts, which include MacKinnon’s (1989) concept of the
enculturation of male sex-right and Rich’s (1986a) concept of compulsory
heterosexuality, as being outdated. Consistent with my theoretical framework | have
contextualised agency within power relations and have presented conceptualisations of

agency through the idea of embodiment and as inseparable from social practice.
The most striking and, as such, the most unexpected result of my study was only revealed
by the use of radical feminist concepts in the analysis of the data. The data suggested that,

because of the powerful cultural template of male sex-right in marriage, it is marital

status that constrains rural black women’s agency the most both in terms of decision-
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making on having sex as well as their potential for HIV self-protection strategies. In the
Mmakaunyane community male sex-right is a key underlying force in intimate
partnerships particularly in marriage. It is inscribed in the patriarchal code of respect
together with other rules of obedience restricting female sexual agency to the fullest. The
pattern was so powerful that no options could be considered. Women’s compliance was
essential in this context. Older and married participants adhered to traditional values,
defended the African concept of respect and were suspicious about its erosion. Beliefs in
the natural order of men’s superiority over women were partly linked to orthodox
Christian belief systems. On the basis of this | suggest that women’s compliance is an
important component for explaining why, in the private domain, patriarchal norms and

values remain largely unaffected.

One of the assumptions | made in my research was that age is a critical variable because
of the changing dynamics of time figurations in gender practice. Indeed, the younger
women in this study showed greater discontent with the socio-cultural norms that guide
their lives and constrain their agency. These younger women reflected critically on the
patriarchal code of respect, regarding it as oppressive and discriminating against women
and women’s autonomy and put the ‘naturalness’ of the hierarchical gender order
tentatively into question. Younger women provided accounts which displayed having
greater, though not endless, choices in negotiating sex and condom use with their
partners. In this particular group of young unmarried women, condom use with long-term
boyfriends was also fairly common although consistency remained a problem. However,
there were indications that the use of condoms would cease if a relationship turned into a
marriage and that refusing sex to a husband was untenable. Given these findings | see

marital status and not age as the decisive variable for a woman’s capacity for agency.

In chapter 3 | referred to the duality of structure (Giddens, 1986), that is, the notion that
structure and action exist as a result of each other, and structures can be modified by the
agency of individuals. However, as Bourdieu (1977) so convincingly states, the more
stable structures are and the more reproduced they are in the agent’s disposition, the

greater the extent of the field of doxa of that which is taken for granted, and the fewer the
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moments of critical thinking and the acts of resistance which are a necessary precondition
for change. In the interviewees’ accounts there was a great deal of evidence of taking
things for granted, but also some evidence of individual acts of resistance. However, none
of these personal actions had any further impact on the dominant context, that is,

structures.

For a questioning of doxa/change in structures both Bourdieu (1977) and Connell (2002)
see crisis as being a necessary condition for the production of critical discourse and
change. Connell’s (1987; 1995; 2002) gender theory in particular comprehends agency as
the cause of transformation in gender relations. In the context of my study | therefore
proposed that the AIDS pandemic is a crisis in its own right which may lead to critical

insights in the existing gender relations and to behaviour change among the participants.

Sexuality was a taboo subject in the community and characterised by secrecy and
evasion. Most participants therefore lacked proper sexual education. They developed
sexual experience in their relationships with men and were attuned to the heterosexual
norm and the male-sex drive discourse. However, this is not unique to the community
under study and happens elsewhere. In spite of the community’s veil of silence over
sexuality and HIV/AIDS, the participants showed great awareness of the HIV/AIDS
pandemic, had sufficient knowledge about ways of transmission and protection and, most
strikingly, exposed changed behaviours in their immediate personal environment. Among
the interviewees signs of a changing attitude were emerging: because HIV/AIDS
threatens the lives of their children and grandchildren, several women had broken taboos
and had started to speak about sexuality and HIV protection to their children. A few even
displayed a critical attitude towards marriage — the central institution in traditional gender

arrangements.
Access to education and employment was seen by the study participants as necessary
preconditions for enhancing women’s chances in life, their independence and their

options for marriage. Improvements in education had been experienced personally by the

younger interviewees, yet the impact of economic underdevelopment in the community
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on the participants’ lives was so severe that it did not allow for making choices, at least as
long as they remained in Mmakaunyane. Unmarried women relied heavily on their
boyfriend’s material support. Yet, there was no evidence of transactional sexual relations
among the married and unmarried participants. In this local context money and gifts were
a symbol of the quality of the relationship and embedded in love conceptions. The
exchange principle did not necessarily preclude the sexual agency of unmarried women.
In marriage there was a variety of behaviours in terms of decision-making on spending,
yet none was indicative of greater equality among spouses. Married women’s sexual
agency was constrained by their marital status. Generally, there was a lack of a vision for
change in the gender order. Instead, participants emphasised the ideal of consummate
love, which has to be understood in terms of their life contexts as a desire for the
abdication of pervasive gender-based violence. | suggest that this expressed a desire for

new, less dominant notions of manhood and more equal gender relations.

Spaces for female sexual agency depended on the marital status and on the quality of the
partnership. Participants displayed contemporary ideas about what constitutes a good and
a bad partnership. They highlighted aspects of love and intimacy to describe good
partnerships and aspects of violence and abuse to describe bad partnerships. The women
revealed two major partnership problems, namely firstly, their partner being engaged in
multiple partnerships (now or in the past) and secondly, intimate partner violence (in
retrospective for the most parts). While violence was usually absent in partnerships
deemed good, infidelity was not. This resulted in a high level of distrust in the male
partner among most participants and in all types of partnership and lead to a high
awareness of a personal HIV-infection risk for women. Women in partnerships deemed
good had more agency compared to partnerships characterised by overt power or even
abuse. In relationships characterised by violence women were bereft of agency in the
violent situation, they could take action — if at all — only afterwards. However, women
were socialised to stay in the marriage and to endure all hardships. Their love for their
partner and hope that his abusive behaviour would change also made them stay.
Nevertheless, all women concerned managed at one point to leave the abusive

relationship which is not always the case with abused women and can be interpreted as
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agency.

In my research context and in terms of my research question, Miriam’s (2007) notion of
agency that distinguishes between an agency defined by choosing the terms of a given
historical/sexual situation (defined by women's subordination) and a freedom defined by
women's ability to transform this historical/sexual situation was of central importance.
The perpetuation of and compliance with male sex-right, most characteristically
expressed by one interviewee with the phrase “close the door and do the job”, remains a
contested socio-cultural prescription in terms of equality and seeing women as sexual
agents in their own right. These findings attested to an agency defined at best by choosing
the terms of a given situation, as for instance strategising with unwanted sex. This
contains a political implication, namely that this is a patriarchal socio-cultural
construction involving severe violations of women’s human and sexual rights since it
defers their consent to sexual intercourse. To some extent the backlash of traditionalist
men against changes in gender relations and women’s advancement may be connected to

this “unnamed” privilege.

I would conclude that the capacity for agency, in particular the sexual agency of the rural
black women who participated in this case study, was always restricted by the sexist
norms and values of a traditional socio-culture which is based on women’s subordination
and was constitutive of the structures of their community. Although poverty was a further
severe constraint, in terms of life chances | view socio-cultural constraints as more
powerful in undermining women’s agency and autonomy because they affect their

mindsets and lead to compliance with the sexist gender order.

A fundamental feminist method for activating the collective resistance of women and a
transformation from silence to voice is consciousness-raising groups, which radical
feminists implemented during second-wave feminism in the 1970s. Sharing experiences
can be a source of power for women, may raise critical thinking and fire ambition to
change existing discriminating practices. One powerful effect of habitus was reflected in

the lack of solidarity between the women in the community under study. The women
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displayed, unexpectedly in my view, a rather negative perception of other women,
describing them as untrustworthy, manipulative and always competing for other women’s
partners. And yet there was an idea that breaking the silence and sharing problems with
other women would be desirable. A kind of women’s support group that three of the
respondents have set up for themselves was already in place and could develop into a
space where women might be encouraged to speak out on issues that concern women.
This could raise the question as to what the context is within which associations of
support are generated and implemented and how the HIVV/AIDS crisis can be a vehicle for

gradually building up solidarity among women in the community.

Since the majority of participants had been confronted with the illness or even the death
of close relatives as a result of AIDS, shared experiences of HIV/AIDS may be a good
starting point in establishing trust. Since HIV/AIDS is linked to personal
relations/intimate partnerships the group could broaden its discussions and include issues
concerning partnerships, relations of power, conflict and so on. However, whether such
group meetings would lead to a more critical understanding of women’s gendered
experiences and the reconstitution of their meaning in a transformed way must remain an
open question for the time being. So far compliance with patriarchal rule is a survival

practice. And yet, it is only through collective action that power relations can be changed.

This study has several limitations. Arguments against case study research often refer to
its lack of rigour and that it provides no basis for scientific generalisation since it uses
only a small sample (Yin, 2002). However, case study research is seen as useful as an
exploratory tool and useful for theory development (George & Bennett, 2005). For the
purpose of trustworthiness in my study | made the research process transparent by
broadly outlining the background for the research, the sampling method, the method of
data collection and data analysis. | reflected on epistemological issues, the role of the
researcher and general ethical issues and fleshed out my own values. Furthermore, in my
data analysis | reflected on the relationship between interviewer (my role defined as an
outsider) and interviewee as an important criterion for the status of the interview data.

Nevertheless, this case study, as with case studies in general, cannot make claims to be
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representative of some larger population.

One particular limitation in this study was the language constraints experienced on both
the side of the researcher and of the research subjects. For this reason an interpreter
assisted in some of the interviews. How strongly this limitation biased the responses |
cannot really say but generally it is certainly desirable for researcher and participant to
have the same first language. Overall, | had the impression that the participants were
really interested in the research and willing to share their experiences. It would seem that
the fact that | conducted *outsider” research did not impact negatively on the
investigation. Due to the study’s parameters such as one rural community as the case
under study, a small sample size and the focus on sexuality, one could prompt further
investigation of aspects of women’s agency in intimate partnerships in non-violent

relationships in particular.

I suggest the following considerations for future research to build on the findings of this
study: The lack of research on South African rural black women’s agency in intimate
partnerships seems to demonstrate a need for further studies in rural environments.
Further research could strengthen this study’s findings by for instance investigating,
firstly, whether in other rural settings marital status impacts in the same way on rural
women’s capacity for agency in non-violent partnerships or what the differences are;
secondly, whether a lack of solidarity among women is also prevalent in other rural

communities or what the parameters for greater collective actions of women are.

Another important and interesting question for further investigation is whether cultural
constraints and marital status have the same impact on female agency in potentially less
traditional, more urban settings, or what other factors either increase or decrease female
agency. Most desirable would be a comparative study of my study of women’s agency in
intimate partnerships, for example among township women of different age groups. |
would hypothesise that township women struggling between tradition and modernity are

as equally constrained as rural women but less compliant.
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In order to research these questions | would also suggest researching highly educated
South African black women (with university degrees) separately. | would hypothesise
that middle-class black women who are economically independent still lack full sexual
agency in their intimate partnerships owing to the powerful socio-cultural template of
male sexual dominance but that they have far more options than rural women for

alternative ways of life.

Following from my study | would like to make the following recommendations:

Considering my key conclusion that marital status has the greatest impact in constraining
South African rural black women’s sexual agency in a non-violent intimate partnership
when it comes to unwanted sex and condom usage, | suggest that activities targeting
South African rural black women’s empowerment — be it local community activities or
comprehensive (national or international) HIV/AIDS (prevention) programmes — work
deliberately along the lines of marital status. Conventional prevention messages seem
particularly inappropriate for married women. Yet women’s empowerment is also not an
adequate answer because several (married) women in my sample felt neither

disempowered nor oppressed in their intimate partnership.

Changing (harmful) socio-cultural norms, such as male sex-right, which constrains
women severely in their autonomy and freedom of choice, is rather unlikely as long as
challenges do not arise from the collective action of groups of women, who, according to
Connell (2002:72), as the main group subordinated in patriarchal power structures, have a
structural interest in change. Bourdieu (2001) instead suggests a relative permanence of
sexual structures, which are difficult to change because the relationship of domination of
men over women appears as natural and is imbued in the habitus of agents (men and
women) as schemes for perception, thought and action. This research provides evidence

that supports Bourdieu’s suggestion that sexual structures have a relative permanence.

Therefore the promotion of initiatives which could strengthen women’s power through

collective activity would be advisable. Women must develop their own ideas from their
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situated knowledges. The AIDS crisis could become a vehicle for tackling the lack of
solidarity among women in the community which may lead to greater solidarity amongst
them. It may have in the long run the potential to develop into a force for change in the

habitus of women on the grassroots level.

In a way, these recommendations address a problem which is identified in the literature as
interventions imposed on communities from the outside and programmes that facilitate or
strengthen local community responses (cf. Nair & Campbell, 2008:46). Grassroots
community involvement is acknowledged as a key dimension of effective HIV-
prevention and AIDS-care, particularly in marginalised communities (ibid:52) and is
considered as a fundamental for this study. However, it is important to notice that key
concepts that underpin community-based initiatives must be adequately detailed in a
context-specific manner (Mansuri & Rao, 2004:31) since it has been proven in many
worldwide community-based and community-driven projects that any wholesale
application of best practices is unlikely to be useful and that there is no single approach
that can be universally prescribed (ibid; cf. UNAIDS/ Department of Policy, Strategy and

Research, no year).

Furthermore, a study on community involvement in health through community
partnerships in South Africa found that “[t]he failure of many community development
programmes can be traced to neglecting to use local skills, experience and expertise of
local communities” (EI Ansari, Phillips & Zwi, 2002:156) and that therefore
professionals and academics need to increase their valuation of indigenous proficiencies
inherent in their community partners. It is on the grassroots level that local providers
develop and deliver tailor-made activities that they believe will be convincing in
persuading the community members to change their risky behaviours, where HIV
infection is concerned (Lamboray & Skevington, 2001:517-518). From their research in a
rural South African community on effective community-led HIV/AIDS management and
building contexts that support effective community responses Campbell, Nair &
Maimane (2007:362) for instance draw the conclusion that it made little sense to the

women involved in the project to tackle gender inequalities directly, although it were key
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drivers of the epidemic, and to openly challenge men but to work around it and rather

concentrate on practical day to day struggles with HIV/AIDS.

These insights are essential to the data presented and recommendations suggested here. In
a community whose local norms and views can be expected to be different in many ways
to that of outside experts/researchers, “[p]rojects are far more likely to succeed when
goals are formulated by, and make sense to, community residents than by outsiders
seeking to impose abstract theories of social and political change on people whose
priorities and concerns are far more immediate” (ibid). In other words, a tangible first
step for the women involved in this study to find their own spaces and their own ways of
breaking the silence in terms of sexuality, sexual behavior and HIV/AIDS could be to
either build a new group setting — as | have suggested along the lines of marital status —
where they can meet and share experiences of their daily lives or join the already existing
small initiative in Mmakaunyane. The creation of networks through such group activities

may eventually help building greater solidarity among women in the community.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide

Quality of current relationship
Can you describe your understanding of a good relationship? ... and a bad?
What do you expect from a relationship?
Are you having a relationship?
For how long now?
Do you enjoy the relationship? Why (not)?
What do you appreciate about your partner?
What do you expect from your partner?
What is the most difficult thing for you in your relationship?
Is there something like a turning point in your relationship when it became either better or
worse, what happened?

Power strategies used in current intimate relationship
When it comes to decision-making (e.g. about money) who makes the decision, how do you
make decisions?
What happens if you have a different opinion as your partner?
How do you clear your conflicts?
How would you describe where you are stronger in the relationship and where your partner?
When you are down, what helps you, what gives you strength (back)?
With whom can you speak about what happens in your home?

Knowledge about sexuality, personal experiences
What do you think is important for a woman in a sexual relationship? ... for a man?
Can you tell me who taught you about sexuality?
What did this person/those persons tell you?
If you think about your daughter (if you had a daughter) what wishes do you have for her
when it comes to her sexual experiences?
With whom do you talk about sexual matters?

Experience of sexual violence
Have you ever had a bad sexual experience?
Would you like to tell me what happened?
Could you tell anybody about that experience/s?

HIV/AIDS
What do you know about HIV/AIDS?
Does HIV/AIDS have an impact on your life?
Do you worry about getting HIV?
Do you worry about your children?
Do you speak with them about HIV/AIDS, what do you tell them?

Final question:
Can you make a statement of what you think about the relationship between women and men
in general?

Is there anything left you would like to say?
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questions

The focus groups discussed the following questions:

What do you regard as appropriate behaviour for a woman/wife in your culture?
What do you regard as misbehaviour?

What do you see as proper female sexual conduct?

Why do women not leave abusive husbands/boyfriends?

What can a woman do to get out of an abusive relationship?

Why do many women not share their experiences with other women?

If a woman wants to lead a life on her own, what will she do?

Why is HIV/AIDS still a hidden issue in many SA communities?

How can women be protected from infection?
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Appendix C: Biographical Questionnaire

1. Which ethnic group do you belong to?

2. What is your age in years?

3. What is your current marital status?
L] married, legally
L] married under customary law,
"1 polygamous union
] never married
[ widowed
L] divorced
L] cohabiting
[ single

4. Do you have children?
L] yes
[Ino

5. If yes how many?

6. Who lives currently in your household?
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6. What is your highest educational qualification?

N Y Y I A A

7. To what church/faith do you belong?

Grade 1 &2 & Std 1
Std 2

Std 3

Std 4

Std 5

Std 6

Std 7

Std 8

Std 9

Std 10

Std 10
Bachelor/Honours
Master’s

PhD

Other

8. What is your average household income per month?

OO0 oOoOoooogodg

9. Occupation:

None

Less than R200
R200 - R399
R400 - R599
R600 - R799
R800 — R999
R1000-R1 199
R2 000 - R1 399
R1 400 - R1 599
Other
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