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This superb monograph, written by a social geographer, is based on
ethnographic fieldwork in Mandeni, in KwaZulu-Natal, which lies at the
heart of South Africa’s AIDS epidemic. From the vantage point of a shack,
Hunter considers how political, economic and geographical transformations
have structured experiences of gender and of sexual intimacy. He suggests
that the close proximity of rich and poor, rather than poverty per se, has
fuelled the pandemic. In a context of grave social inequality, sexual
relations have a strong material component, and distribute financial benefits
to unmarried women.  Hunter subjects local discourses about these matters
to rigorous analysis. He shows how men and elders draw on images of
‘tradition’ to strive for respect. Women, on the other hand, invoked liberal
notions of ‘rights’ to assert their own interests.

The monograph comprises ten chapters organised into three sections.
The first section focuses on colonialism, racial segregation, labour migrancy,
and Christianity. Hunter asserts that the destruction of the Zulu kingdom
and the advent of migrant labour reformulated social hierarchies. Colonial
rule was enacted through male institutions such as chiefship. At the same
time migrant earnings enabled young men to challenge the authority of
elders; they could now pay their own bridewealth, choose their own
marriage partners, and build their own homes. Christian missions provided
a new model of romantic love, linked to schooling and to the writing of love
letters. Through the churches, women gradually entered the professions of
nursing and teaching. In 1964, government constructed the town of Mandini
for white employees of the Sappi paper mill and the Sundumbili township
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for its lower paid African workforce. Township housing and family planning
favoured the emergence of smaller nuclear families, and since housing
could only be registered in the name of men, urbanisation affirmed patriarchy.
This situation changed during the 1980s, when government established the
Isithebe Industrial Park, which employed 23,000 workers as part of its
industrial decentralisation programme. Women, employed in low wage
garment factories, comprised half the workforce. Consequently a large
informal settlement, comprising a myriad of different household types,
emerged on the outskirts of the industrial park. Marriage rates drastically
declined. Women migrants frequently found marriage to be rigid and
undesirable, preferring to live independently, and rely on the support of
different lovers.

  The second section focuses on the period after democracy. Despite the
new government’s commitment to provide infrastructure and social welfare,
Hunter discerns growing inequality and unemployment. Middle class
Africans moved out of apartheid designated spaces, to take up professional
work, occupy homes, and attend better schools in Mandini. Yet, at the same
time, thousands of workers lost their jobs as government withdrew subsidies
from the industrial park. Because new migrants still arrive and larger
domestic units constantly split into smaller households, government faces
a moving target in terms of housing provision.

 Hunter argues that since 1994 women have claimed rights to sexual
pleasure, safe sex, consumer goods, independence from male control over
their bodies, and to children.  But the assertion of the rights has been a
‘lightning rod’ for tensions on lines of gender, and they are only fully
realised by a small elite of bold, sexually assertive women. Discourses of
rights exist alongside older notions of respect. Women still regard
bridewealth as a sign of love, and have re-invented traditions such as
virginity testing.  Masculine respectability is tied up with conspicuous
consumption and linked to courtship and sexual conquest. Yet men who
have many women, with no intention to marry, are blamed for going too far
and for spreading disease. Hunter contends that masculine violence – as in
rape and homophobic attacks – are connected to anxieties about masculine
failure.

  Class and status mediates intimate relations. In a context where men
earn up to ten times the salaries of women, women rely on gifts provided by
different male partners. Without invoking Mauss, Hunter distinguishes
between these gifts and other forms of payment. Gifts are configured as a
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form of help, and are enmeshed in bonds of reciprocal obligation. He shows
how lovers are ranked: relations with a main lover are serious and more
likely to lead to marriage, whilst those with secondary lovers carry less
expectation and involve greater secrecy. Cell phones have enabled new
forms of communication between lovers. Moreover, in the context of AIDS,
love is recast in terms of care, particularly of sick and dying partners.

  In the conclusion, Hunter juxtaposes two different interventions against
AIDS. The Mandeni LoveLife Youth Centre markets positive sexuality as
a lifestyle brand, relying upon American-style billboards and inspirational
speech. Hunter describes this approach as biased towards middle class
values. By contrast, he described the TAC (Treatment Action Campaign) as
a grassroots movement, comprising mainly unmarried women, who
participate in political campaigns for free antiretroviral therapy. Despite
phrasing their demands in terms of ‘health for all’, the TAC tends to
emphasise treatment at the expense of prevention.

 Love in the Time of AIDS shows that detailed ethnographic works are no
longer the preserve of anthropologists. The monograph is written in an
accessible style, makes excellent use of case material, and shows the
importance of taking local isiZulu concepts seriously. Hunter shows that in
the real world love cannot be severed from obligations of dependency, and
that AIDS campaigns that focus on acts of individual choice can achieve
only limited success. Unfortunately descriptions of the national situation
often disrupt the narrative on local dynamics. Hunter could have written a
great deal more on the political struggles between the ANC and Inkatha,
about kinship and actual experiences of sickness. The monograph nonetheless
makes an extremely significant contribution towards understanding the
South African AIDS pandemic.




