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Introduction
Empowering women to prevent HIV/AIDS has received much lip
service in recent years. However the time has come for a real focus on
changing male attitudes and behaviours. In the past the focus has been
on the women’s side and what they should be doing, but we need to
focus on the other side of the gender equation and correct men’s
misconceptions and behaviour. At the moment male power is almost
synonymous with multiple relations and power over women. (Helen
Jackson, UN Population Fund Advisor to IRIN NEWS, September 3,
2002)

In spite of numerous prevention activities during the past decade in sub
Saharan Africa, the HIV/AIDS epidemic is still spreading (Fitzgerald and
Behets 2003). Heterosexual men are often seen as the driving force behind
the epidemic. The view is that gender inequalities permit men to dictate the
terms of sexual intercourse and this results in unprotected sex with women
being the major victims. This article offers a different view of the respective
positions of men and women within the AIDS epidemic by exploring some
of the less stereotyped reasons why men now seem to be driving the
epidemic. It investigates the gendered effects of socio-economic change,
the implications of these for male identities, masculinities and sexualities.
Finally, it addresses lessons to be drawn from the research findings regarding
HIV/AIDS prevention activities and campaigns.

According to Caldwell (2000:126) ‘Africans have been educated by
AIDS programs to know that the disease is deadly and is largely spread
among them by high-risk sexual activities. The epidemic cannot be defeated
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by more education’. This sweeping (and pessimistic) claim needs to be
qualified by noting that HIV/AIDS prevention campaigns that lead to
behaviour change will only be successful if proper attention is given to the
wider socio-economic context, and to issues of gender, gender relations and
sexuality. In order to understand the role of male sexual behaviour in the
AIDS epidemic the focus should fall on the social and cultural context in
which sexual activity is shaped and constituted (Parker 2001; Parker and
Gagnon 1995).

Based on my research from rural and urban East Africa, the aim of this
article is to elucidate how socio-economic changes differentially have
impacted on women’s and men’s social roles, social value, self-esteem and
perceptions of self. The focus will be on the way in which masculinity and
male sexual behaviours have been affected.

The research was first carried out by the author in Kisii, rural Kenya, at
different periods from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. Research in urban Dar
es Salaam took place during one year (1996-97). The Kisii research consists
of both survey data (723 women and 200 men in their reproductive years) and
qualitative data collection, life histories and focus group discussions with
a selection of men and women from two villages included in the survey. The
vast majority had not completed primary education. Most women referred to
themselves as housewives and the majority of men referred to themselves
as farmers. The qualitative data collection in urban Tanzania took place in
three low-income squatter areas of Dar es Salaam: Mabibo, Vingunguti and
Buguruni. In-depth interviews were carried out with 38 women and 53 men
also at reproductive age by means of structured, semi-structured and open-
ended interviews. Unlike the Kisii informants, the majority had completed a
primary education. While seven out of the 53 men had attended secondary
school, only one of the 38 women had been to secondary school. The vast
majority of men said they were casual labourers, self-employed or involved
in petty business (selling cold drinks, dried fish, etc). Women said they were
housewives and at the same time involved in petty business. In addition, 13
focus group discussions were conducted with different groups of men and
women of different age but with similar backgrounds.

Socio-economic change and gender change in East Africa
While the causes are still contested, there is no doubt that people in East
Africa have become poorer in the last half century. The processes of
structural adjustment have accelerated impoverishment in the last two
decades.
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In 1975, the regional GNP per capita of sub-Saharan Africa stood at 17.6
per cent of ‘world’ per capita GNP. By 1999, it had dropped to 10.5 per cent.
Relative to overall Third World trends, sub-Saharan health, mortality and
adult-literacy levels have deteriorated at comparable rates. Life expectancy
at birth stands at 49 years and 34 per cent of the region’s population is
classified as undernourished (Arrighi 2002:27). While development literature
stresses that it is women who are most seriously affected, this article will
argue that amongst certain men, the consequences of poverty are just as, if
not more, serious.

With different development histories, one area rural the other urban, Kisii
and Dar es Salaam necessarily show many differences. However, both areas
also have some of the same characteristics with 41 per cent of the rural
population in Kenya and 61 per cent of the urban population in Tanzania
living under the poverty line (Fields 2000). Moreover, both rural Kisii and
urban Dar es Salaam have experienced an overall population growth, overall
economic decline, economic instability and a labour surplus, which has
resulted in a serious lack of income earning opportunities both in rural and
urban East Africa (Arrighi 2002). Contraceptive use is low and HIV
seropositivity is high. Statistics both from Kisii District Hospital and
Muhimbili Medical Center show that 30 per cent of pregnant women who
attend antenatal clinics are HIV positive. Criminality and alcohol abuse,
mainly by men, abound, and so does gender antagonism, which is increasingly
acted out in sexual violence against women.

 Socio-economic change in Kisii in the twentieth century
Kisii is among the most productive cash and food crop regions in Kenya.
Yet, since the turn of the nineteenth century, the population has multiplied
at least 20 times and there is now no longer enough land to secure survival.
A large proportion of household reproduction remains based on peasant
agriculture relying on female labour (Silberschmidt 1999; Orvis 1988). Before
colonial rule men were warriors and cattle herders and took an active part in
political decision-making. Cattle represented wealth and power, and
constituted the major part of bride price. The more cattle a man had, the more
wives he could marry, and the more land could be cultivated. Through
marriage he controlled his wife’s sexual and reproductive powers. Masculinity
was closely linked to self-control and dignity (LeVine and LeVine 1966).

 Colonialism put an end to the pre-colonial socio-economic structure.
Migrant labour became common and many women were left for years to
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manage the farm. After World War II, a shift towards production of industrial
goods began. This created a demand for skilled and semi-skilled rather than
unskilled workers. Most Gusii migrants were unskilled and had to return
home. In Kisii, though, men’s activities had disappeared. There were no more
cattle camps because it was more profitable to use land for cash crops. Nor
was there a need for the martial skills of men in disputes with ethnic
neighbours. Unable to find a place in the cities many drowned their frustrations
in alcohol consumption.

The development of the ‘provider’ ideology and new values
During the 1940s and 50s households were dependent on men’s financial
contributions. Men occupied a new social role – that of breadwinners. New
values that meshed with old ones were created. Women became the daily
managers of the household, but men remained heads of households – in
absentia – and they were expected to provide financial assistance to the
household. However, urban wages were very low and scarcely covered the
man’s own subsistence requirements. His remittances were therefore irregular
or non-existent. Men’s difficulties in providing financial assistance to the
household undermined their social roles and their social value. As discussed
below, this has had serious consequences for men’s roles and masculinity.

The disappearance of cattle camps had a negative effect on bride price
payment. Temporary unions increasingly substituted marriage. Women had
to learn how to make ends meet without any assistance from their husbands.
And so they did. Many even managed to send bags of maize to their
husbands in town. When husbands returned to Kisii because they could no
longer find employment in the cities, women continued their hard work on
decreasing plots of land – still without support from their husbands. Farm
work was women’s work. Men, however, still owned the land, and women
were dependent on men for access to land. They were also dependent on
men for access to cash as returns on coffee and tea, delivered to the
respective factories or co-operatives, were issued to the head of household,
the husband. Women, however, learnt to make deals with local middlemen
so that they could sell part of their cash crop without the knowledge of their
husband. Women’s position as managers of both food and cash crops and
often as sole managers of the farm has made them crucial for survival of the
household. The balance of gender power within the household has shifted.
Linked to this, many women have become more autonomous. They
increasingly make decisions without involving or consulting their husbands,
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present or absent. It is not uncommon now for women openly to be
dismissive of men and publicly to criticise them for their lack of support.

During fieldwork, recurrent observations from women were: ‘a woman is
better off without a husband’; ‘if only he was dead’; ‘men are so delicate;
they break so easily’; ‘our sons have nobody to take as a model’. Men would
respond by emphasising their status as head of household and proclaiming
their right to ‘correct’ (= beat) an obstinate wife. However, typical comments
by men (and women) were that ‘men drink to drown their problems – and they
are many’, ‘men drink and are rude to women to forget that they cannot
provide the family with blankets’. Particularly striking was the contrast
between men’s aggressive ‘macho’ behaviour, on the one hand, and on the
other, their complaints that ‘today women do not respect their husband’;
‘they humiliate the husband and tell home secrets to others’ (Silberschmidt
1999).

But not all East African men find themselves in conditions of poverty and
hopelessness. Wealthy businessmen can afford bride price for at least one
wife and frequently use their wealth to keep  ‘girlfriends’. These men are
highly admired and respected. They serve as models to be aspired to,
despite the dire economic condition in which most men find themselves. A
general observation by men interviewed was that ‘a man needs at least three
wives: one to bear his children, one to work and one for pleasure’. However,
most men have not been able to collect the bride price for even one ‘wife’.
In the 1970s, 33 per cent of the households in Kisii were polygamous
(Population and Development in Kenya 1980). Survey findings by this
author indicate that in the 1980s and 1990s less than 10 per cent lived in
polygamous unions. With one wife only, a general observation by men was
that ‘a man needs to go outside to feel like a man. Wives always complain.
To get affection he has to go to his outside partner’.

 The intensification of their roles and responsibilities has made women
increasingly aware that the household cannot survive without them. Thus,
even though structurally subordinated, women have actively responded to
the new situation. They have created a new social role for themselves. Both
men and women agreed that ‘more and more women have taken command
of the home’, and ‘harmony has gone out of the window’. Men’s excessive
drinking often results in serious wife beating. The cases documented from
Kisii District hospital are many. But there are also cases where women had
used their sharp pangas and seriously injured their husbands. Persistent
rumours about men being poisoned by their wives circulate. Men’s position
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as heads of household is challenged, and some would be called ‘figure
heads’ of household. However, land is still owned by men, and men call
themselves farmers.

Socio-economic change in Dar es Salaam
The population of Dar es Salaam today is over 1,5 million. In the 1950s men
in the capital far outnumbered women (Leslie 1963). Today there are only 0.9
men for every woman.  In 1993/94, contrary to expectations, female-headed
households in urban Tanzania constituted 18 per cent of the highest income
households, and only 13 per cent of poor households (World Bank 1995).

In 1978, 84 per cent of the men in Dar es Salaam had formal employment
(Tanzania Population Census 1982). In the 1980s large numbers of workers
lost their jobs. Today, only a fraction are employed in the formal sector.
Salaries are far from enough to support a family (Tripp 1997). Thus the
informal sector has become overcrowded with myriads of market vendors –
men and women. Even young men with secondary education end up as street
vendors.

As in Kisii, the ideology of men as breadwinners is forcefully alive.
Stereotyped notions shared by both genders are that ‘a man should be the
head of his family’; ‘he should provide a house (and land), pay school fees
and clothes for wife and children’. Such a man has social value and respect.
However, a majority of men suffer the same fate as men in Kisii: they cannot
fulfil expectations and respond by withdrawing from household
responsibilities. Consequently, men’s status as head of household is seriously
challenged. However, when asked about their ‘status’ in the household it
was obvious to all 53 men interviewed that they were ‘born’ heads of
households. That was a ‘God given’ fact. ‘Women are like children and
should be guided by men’. ‘Men are the lions, and women are the sheeps’
[sic]. Nevertheless, women accused men of being irresponsible husbands
and failing to support their children. In fact, the 53 men interviewed had 30
per cent more children (with two to four women) than the 38 women
interviewed.

Most men and women interviewed live in more or less informal/passing
unions. If a couple stays together for two years they are registered as
‘married’. A proper marriage still requires the procurement of bride price.
With no bride price male control over women’s sexual and reproductive
powers is weakened, and women’s security is at stake. Urban life, however,
has also provided women with many opportunities. While women often
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express self-limiting culturally accepted expectations about themselves, in
practice, they are active entrepreneurial agents. The majority who referred
to themselves as ‘housewives’ were actively involved in the informal
sector, baking and selling mandazis (small sweet buns), preparing ‘lunches’,
selling second hand clothes, etc. Both men and women interviewed agreed
that women are much harder working and enduring than men. Therefore,
when women enter the informal sector, many are often able to earn more than
their husbands.

The negative attitude of husbands towards women’s income-generating
activities is well known (Mgughuni 1994). However, men and women agree
that families cannot survive unless women contribute to income. Most
women say that husband and wife should decide together on the use of
‘household’ money. In practice, what women earn belongs to them and they
decide how to use it – not their husbands (also see Strauss 2000). Nevertheless,
husbands are always expected to provide rent, money for food and school
fees even if it is honoured more in theory than in practice. According to
Omari (1994) the more women control and manage their own incomes, the
more responsibilities are added to them. My findings, however, also
indicate that when women have their own money they become less respectful
of husbands (see also Tripp 1997).

Many men feel destitute and have no strategy to deal with their problems.
According to my male and female informants ‘when husbands are crushed
down economically they suffer from feelings of inferiority’; ‘a man’s ego is
hurt’. As a result, ‘men lose their vigour and women take over’; and ‘when
a man has lost control over his household and is humiliated by his wife, his
pride is hurt’. In this situation, men agree that in order to ‘build up our pride’
and ‘boost our ego’, we men need to ‘relax’ and to be ‘comforted’. Relaxation
and comfort are mainly provided by ‘extra-marital’ partners. Hardly any
thought is given to the threat of contracting HIV/AIDS. If the latency period
until onset of AIDS is nearly a decade, why worry? ‘I might just as well die
from malaria or be run down by a dalla dalla [small bus in Dar es Salaam]’.

Male disempowerment, masculinity/ies and sexuality
Although the main axis of patriarchal power is still the overall subordination
of women and dominance of men, my research demonstrates that the
deteriorating material conditions have seriously undermined the normative
order of patriarchy in both Kisii and Dar es Salaam. While men do have a
relative freedom compared to women, particularly in sexual and reproductive



49

Men, male sexuality and HIV/AIDS

behaviours, lack of access to income earning opportunities has made men’s
role as heads of household and breadwinners a precarious one. With a
majority of men reduced to figurehead authority, male identity and sense of
self-esteem are threatened. Patriarchy does not mean that men only have
privileges. A patriarch has also many responsibilities. The key and the irony
of the patriarchal system resides precisely in the fact that male authority
needs a material base. Patriarchy used to be closely linked to male entitlement
to control all essential resources, to ‘own’ and decide over the means of
production. In contrast, male responsibility is normatively constituted (see
also Kandiyoti 1988). This has made men’s roles and identities confusing
and contradictory and many men express feelings of helplessness, inadequacy
and lack of self-esteem. Alcohol consumption has become a major activity
and also a major problem. Men increasingly seek psychiatric help.
Advertisements in the local newspapers offer to assist men with problems
of depressions and impotence.

Research in the North reveals specifically male depression caused by
economic marginalisation and lack of self-esteem. These depressions are
characterised by increased aggressive behaviour, lack of self-control, over-
consumption of alcohol and often suicide (Sabo and Gordon 1995; Stillion
1995; Rutz et al 1997; Shajahan and Cavanagh 1998). A study from
Tanzania argues that frustrations and inner disturbances may even result in
men raping children and women (Masenja and Urassa 1993).  Possessing no
means to change their economic status, many seem to be responding by
developing macho attitudes and resorting to physical violence against
women. As one man interviewed put it: ‘There is always a tendency for men
to want to overcome women and to show them how aggressive we are. This
gives respect and self-respect to us men’. In this way men may translate their
economic subordination into a symbolic expression, which is perhaps
psychologically rewarding if politically displaced. The majority of men feel
that it is quite legitimate to have ‘outside’ partners. All men in my research
had heard about HIV transmission, ‘zero grazing’ and sticking to one
partner. However, most men argue that this is not possible, simply because
‘it is against a man’s nature’.  Even if the sale of condoms has increased,
condoms are hated, and men have myriads of excuses for not using them: it
is embarrassing; it spoils the pleasure; condoms cause painful rashes; and,
not the least – sperm is valuable and should never be wasted. In fact, many
men argue that  ‘you are only a real man if you give your sperm to a woman’,
and that ‘if you use a condom, you could just as well masturbate’. The sexual
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performance, the control over women – not to mention the pleasure derived
from it – is fundamental to male identity. Thus, neither sticking to one partner
nor using condoms, which are standard lines of argument in HIV/AIDS
prevention activities and campaigns, are acceptable solutions to most men.

My interviews with both young as well as older men indicate that a man’s
need for sexual/extramarital partners is particularly urgent ‘when a man has
lost control over his household and is humiliated by his wife’, and ‘when a
man’s ego has been hurt’. Then ‘he needs peace on his mind’; ‘he needs to
be comforted’. One way to meet these needs is to go to the bar – officially
to socialise with peers – where  money-hungry women (according to wives)
are waiting for a catch or to go to the nyumba ndogo (small houses =
concubines) who will ‘serve a beautiful meal and give nice comfort’. Wives
do not have the time, energy or money for that. This raises the question as
to why men’s need for sexual/extramarital partners is particularly urgent
when a man has lost control over his household or his ego has been hurt?
Could it be because his masculinity has been hurt or ‘dislocated’ to use the
term of Cornwall and Lindisfarne (1994)?

According to Connell (1995, 2002) the male gender is constructed round
at least two conflicting characterisations of the essence of manhood: first,
being a man is natural, healthy and innate; second, a man must stay
masculine; he should never let his masculinity falter. Thus, a man is not born
masculine, but acquires and enacts masculinity, and so becomes a man.
Masculinity is composed of a number of different elements, identities and
behaviours that are not always coherent. They may be competing,
contradictory and mutually undermining, they may vary across cultures, and
they may have multiple and ambiguous meanings which alter according to
context and over time (Connell 1995).  There are strong masculinities and
there are weak ones. There are violent ones and there are non-violent ones,
etc. Masculinity (and femininity) – just like gender and sexuality – does not
simply reflect a biological ‘given’ but is largely a product of cultural and
social processes (Ortner and Whitehead 1989; Connell 1995; Gagnon and
Parker 1995; Bourdieu 1998, and many more). Thus neither masculinity nor
sexuality are constant factors but change along with different historical and
social structures.

This being said, there also seems to be elements/traits of masculinity that
have survived through history and different cultures – elements that
constitute masculinity that are difficult to ‘bend’. In his recent work, partly
based on his studies of the Kabyles in North Africa, Bourdieu (1998) stresses



51

Men, male sexuality and HIV/AIDS

the link between masculinity, sexuality and violence with the erect phallus
representing the dynamic vitality fundamental to sexuality and procreation.
Linked to this, masculinity has to be constantly reasserted in the continuous
denial of ‘femininity’ or ‘feminine qualities’ (also see Seidler 1991). In order
to exercise domination and reject feminine qualities, men are obliged to play
their prescribed roles (Bourdieu 1998). From this point of view, men are also
prisoners and victims of their role as the dominating sex. Thus, male privilege
is also a trap (Silberschmidt 2002, forthcoming).

Drawing on Kopytoff ’s distinction (1990) between existential and role-
based identities sheds light on the link between different types of male
identities. According to Kopytoff, some identities are based on what a
person is (= existential identity), others are based on what a person does
(farmer/craftsman = role-based identity). Some of these identities are
negotiable; others are not (Kopytoff 1990:80). The existentially based
identity is composed of features that are intrinsic, or ‘immanent’ in a
cultural definition of what it is to be male or female – and not negotiable. The
existential identity indicates a state of being rather than of doing. It is
difficult to renegotiate, relatively immutable, and surrounded by strong
sanctions that punish deviant behaviour. In contrast, features of role-based
identity may be negotiated and the identities themselves relinquished with
no sanctions. Following these distinctions, a man’s identity is closely linked
to his (culturally defined) sexuality: it is an immanent (inherent) feature of
his existential identity that cannot be negotiated.

Returning to my own studies, male role-based identities are seriously
questioned – and following this what seems even more problematic is the
fact that men’s existential identities are under serious threat as well. With
a majority of men not having been able to develop new role-based identities
and with male sexual activity generating categories of masculinity, the need
for men to pursue their existential identities seems to have become essential
to their self-esteem. Kopytoff’s distinction between role-based and existential
identities provides an operational tool that permits one to identify change
and the impact of change on role-based and existential identities. It also
clarifies why male sexual activity is so important, and why greater emphasis
is placed on sexual relations and even risky behaviour. However, Kopytoff’s
approach does not allow for a discussion whether these non-negotiable
features are eternal – or if they can change and his model therefore becomes
too simple (for further elaboration see Silberschmidt 1999:176).
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According to Connell (1993) and in line with my own findings, the fact that
many men experience an undermining of their social roles does not necessarily
undermine existing hegemonic forms of masculinity or power relations. Nor
does it necessarily lead to the construction of alternative identities that are
less oppressive to women (Willott and Griffin 1996).  ‘Major reform in gender
relations may well require a de-structuring of the self, and experience of
gender vertigo, as part of the process’ (Connell 2002:91). When men’s
material base is eroded (as argued above), many men do seem to use other
measures to establish their authority, for instance by developing masculinist
discourses that reject alternative potentially egalitarian understandings of
masculinity (Morrell 2001). Thus, developing masculinist discourses, being
sexually aggressive and violent, may represent a way to regain control of
women – and to regain a kind of authority. This attempt to regain control of
women seems to run counter to the promotion of gender equality and
women’s empowerment – in fact, it seems to constitute a serious barrier.

On the other hand, there are also men who actually abandon their
immediate realm of authority (the household) and seek new forms of
affirmation (in the arms of other lovers) (Morrell 2001). Domination is not
inscribed in men’s nature. Nor are masculinities constant or static. They
change along with different historical and social structures, the complexity
of contemporary life, etc.  Furthermore, there are many masculinities. While
men and women have deep-rooted, often unconscious, conventional ideas
of masculinity and femininity, there is always potential for innovation or
creative action. This provides space for optimism, precisely because it
acknowledges the possibility of intervening in the politics of masculinity to
promote new types of masculinities that may embrace gender equality (as
also suggested by Morrell 2001). However, in order to uncover such
masculinities, there is a need to enter into a dialogue with men to enable
them to redefine desired masculinities and to make them realise the fragility
of their masculinity: by seeking to affirm their masculinity by having many
partners and unprotected sex, men do become vulnerable. It is also important
not to vilify men but to underscore that being a responsible partner is a way
of expressing masculinity. It is also a means to ensure the family’s future
and it is in men’s own self interest.

Conclusions
The study of HIV/AIDS transmission and prevention has centred on specific
issues of risky conduct, but there are clearly larger issues involved in the
social engineering of sex (Parker and Gagnon 1995; Parker 2001). This article



53

Men, male sexuality and HIV/AIDS

has shown that an understanding of the risky conduct of men cannot be
achieved without analysing masculinity and paying attention to the socio-
economic conditions under which it is constructed. The social engineering
of sex in eastern Africa reflects not so much the power of men but the erosion
of this power. Based on my research, men’s sexual practices do seem to be
driven by ‘traditional’ beliefs and cultures. Or at least, men explain or justify
their behaviour by resorting to traditional discourses of naturalised male
behaviour. Behind these explanations, however, are more complex and less
accessible explanations. Collapsing traditional structures, the emergence of
new unstable situations, poverty and lack of access to income generating
activities have undermined men’s role based identities. There has been a
concomitant rise for men in the significance of their existential identities.
Men draw on their ‘traditional’ privileges to attempt to perpetuate their
dominance over women or to compensate for their loss of authority by
engaging in multiple sexual relationships.

According to Peter Piot, the director of UNAIDS, ‘Men are key to
reducing HIV transmission and have the power to change the course of the
AIDS epidemic’ (UNAIDS 2001). While on the one hand this is helpful in
moving gender approaches away from focusing exclusively on women as
has been the case in the past, on the other it runs the danger of essentialising
the category ‘men’ and deflects attention away from the complexities of
multiple masculinities.  It also leaves men with an enormous responsibility
– a responsibility that most men may neither be able nor willing to take in
their rather desperate situation and caught in their role as the dominating
sex. It was only with the September 1994 Cairo conference on Population
and Development (ICPD) that a focus on men, their role as (responsible)
partners and also their own sexual and reproductive health needs became
clear. The final ICPD document (1994) recognised the need to address and
involve men in order to improve women’s reproductive health. This was
again reflected in the Cairo + 5 meeting in The Hague, February 1999 and
in UNAIDS campaign ‘Men Make a Difference’ (2000). Thus, the role of men
in combating AIDS is certainly gaining importance. Operational attempts,
though, to reach men are very few, and have not yet been given high priority
by local governments, donor agencies or NGOs or researchers. Moreover,
there is no generally accepted understanding of how to make ‘male
involvement’ operational. One of the problems is that there is no clarity or
agreement about how men should be approached or integrated into existing
HIV-prevention or reproductive health programmes.
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Despite welcome developments, many AIDS strategies continue to rely
on an empowerment of women approach. As recently as the 2002 Barcelona
AIDS conference ‘Empower women, halt HIV/AIDS’ was a slogan adopted
by UNIFEM (Press release, July 2002). Women were also urged to couple
efforts to empowerment with the ability to identify key entry points to
integrate components on self-esteem development (Press release, June
2002).  The ‘women as agents of change’-approach is founded upon what
Andrea Cornwall (2000) calls the myth of female solidarity within the
Gender and Development paradigm. Within this paradigm, women are most
often portrayed as victims and men as problems. However, when it comes
to efforts to operationalise gender and development, men are both missed
and missing: Men are missed as target group and missing as involved active
agents in ‘gendered’ development initiatives (Chant and Gutman 2000). The
same can be said about men’s role in combating HIV/AIDS.

The challenge in the field of HIV prevention and reproductive health
therefore remains of involving men and overcoming their resistance to such
involvement. Efforts here are charged with considerable difficulties because
they may threaten established male privileges as well as men’s existential
identities.

One opportunity lies in focusing on men’s own vulnerability to infection.
Most men have not considered their own vulnerability. Why would they?
Historically women have been encouraged to pay attention to their health
because of their childbearing capacities. Men have not. All they hear about
is women’s vulnerability, women’s deteriorating sexual and reproductive
health, for which men are often blamed. With the ABC approaches still
being considered ‘best practice’ in HIV/AIDS prevention activities by
many organisations (personal communication with the UNAIDS, Dar es
Salaam, July, 2003) it seems that the gendered effects of socio-economic
change and in particular the implications for male identities, masculinities
and sexualities have been totally overlooked.

And so have male vulnerability and male self-interest in avoiding HIV/
AIDS. To me, this is the crux of the matter. If men are to be key actors in
reducing HIV transmission, they need to develop a concern about their own
health before they can be concerned about the health of their partner. As
long as men have not recognised their own vulnerability and are not aware
that their sexual behaviour is lethal to themselves, men cannot be expected
to adopt a more responsible behaviour or to create alternative masculinities.
Also, men will not be inclined to ‘involvement’ unless they see what are the
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benefits for themselves. From this point of view, the notion of ‘self-efficacy’
may constitute an important determinant (eg Bandura 1986, 1997). The
concept goes beyond the contextualist perspective, and people are seen as
producers as well as products of social environments. But they also have a
hand in selecting and shaping their lives. Faced with disempowerment, the
development of a feeling of self-efficacy – of having control over important
aspects of one’s life – may constitute a so far neglected key to ‘male
involvement’ (see also Campbell 2001).

The men in my study are caught in the trap of macro economic structural
forces and are unable to escape the impoverished and futile circumstances
of life that prevent them from taking their own health status seriously. This
situation has not been adequately addressed by development agencies,
NGOs, etc. Yet, men living under such conditions do not necessarily or
automatically engage in dangerous sexual practices. But drawing on the
notion of self-efficacy there is an important and so far overlooked gap of
self-agency, and it is precisely into this space that HIV prevention strategies
that focus on men should be introduced.

However, while this paper has highlighted the need to address issues of
self-interest, self-efficacy and self-agency it is crucial that the mutuality of
interests of men and women be kept at the forefront of any strategy. In fact,
the mutuality of interests, the relations between genders, the position,
interaction, rights and responsibilities of both women and men are pivotal
(see also Baylies et al 2000:23). This requires that men are addressed in the
same way as women – not at the cost of women – but in the name of
mutuality, equality and empowerment of both women and men. However,
with the urgent need to make a halt to the HIV/AIDS epidemic – and for
pedagogical reasons – a focus on men, their vulnerability and the promotion
of male self-efficacy should constitute a first step. This requires health
services particularly catering for men’s sexual and reproductive health
(men-friendly services). Moreover, discussion forums must be made
available that respond to the needs of men and allow for a critical self-
examination by men themselves and also more open dialogues with women.
Moreover, and as suggested above, investigations and interpretations that
look for indications of alternative types of masculinities embracing gender
equality should be given priority in discussions of the potential and
possibilities of male-focused HIV/AIDS prevention campaigns.
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