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Concepts

• Heteronormativity

• Penile-vaginal normativity

• Penile-vaginal penetrative assumption



Background

• Aim: to reach understanding of local perceptions,
attitudes, knowledge and practices relating to sex,
HIV and AIDS, gender based violence, substance
abuse, and other risk behaviours

• Why? Definitions, terminology and conceptions
surrounding sex, virginity, fidelity, abstinence, safe
sex etc have implications on sexual decision making,
risk perception, sexual behaviour, HIV risk
avoidance

• From literature review and from qualitative research
in East Africa



Methodology
• Literature review

• Qualitative methodology approaches:

– 40 FGDs  (8 at each of 5 sites)
– 60 IDIs (12 at each of 5 sites)
– Primary data collection in May 2010, across 5 sites:

• Salgaa and Mlolongo (Kenya)
• Malaba and Mbuya (Uganda)
• Port of Dar es Salaam (Tanzania)

This research was initially carried out as part of formative
assessment of community perceptions on HIV risks -
conducted to gather data to inform programme activities
of the ROADS II Project, part of FHI’s East Africa activities.



Population and Sampling
• Participants drawn from project clusters in each of the 5 sites
• Key populations included in FGDs and IDIs:

– Male long-distance truck drivers
– Community members
– Youth
– Community outreach workers
– Sex workers
– Health providers
– Community opinion leaders.

• 8-12 participants selected for each FGD
• Key informants used for the IDIs
• All FGD and IDI respondents gave consent
• All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed.
• Data collection was either in English or preferred language at site

• Purposive sampling based on demographic profile and involvement
in project



Definitions and Terminology

• Central to any HIV prevention programming and behaviour
change initiative is understanding how people define sexual
intercourse, abstinence, faithfulness and safe sex

• Safe sex messaging is interpreted according to local context,
varying amongst individuals, and influenced by social and
cultural factors

• Safer sex programmes have neglected to take into account
differing definitions of ‘sex’ and ‘abstinence’

• Safe sex messaging and HIV Prevention programming can be
tailored to suit local context, be culturally relevant, thus
increasing chances of success



“Sex”

What actually constitutes “sex”  ?

• Has implications for safe sex promotion, sex education,
religious proscription and government legislation

• Dominant cultural discourse orders, prioritises and defines the
parameters of what does and does not constitute sex

• Sex defined predominantly as penile-vaginal penetrative sex

• Categorisation of oral sex and anal sex remains ambiguous

• Defining sex crucial in framing virginity and virginity loss

• Implications for sexual decision-making

• Research questions and data collection tools - vital to pay
attention to phrasing and words used



Defining sex only as penile-vaginal intercourse

• Tendency to equate ‘sex’ with penile-vaginal reproductive
penetrative sexual intercourse

• Terms ‘sex’ or ‘sexual intercourse’ ambiguous and interpreted
in different ways

• Due to assumptions that ‘sex’ refers to penile-vaginal
penetrative intercourse only - people put themselves at
greater risk of contracting HIV in attempt to practice ‘safe sex’

Sexual intercourse is when people of different genders meet and
there’s intercourse between the penis and the vagina

(Youth, Salgaa)



Sex is the satisfaction of the body pleasure… to reduce that heat
that is in the body. (Male community health worker, Salgaa)

• Sex is strongly associated with the genital regions, and in this
definition, ‘sex’ is any contact between the genitals

When we talk of sexual intercourse, there has to be the use of
sexual organs of the two people involved. (Female youth, Salgaa)

• Throughout history and in various cultural contexts, sex has
been cast within the realm of taboo. In today’s context of HIV
and STIs, this taboo and silence that shrouds sex causes
problems with safe sex messaging.

Sex is not something that needs to be discussed by any other
person… Africans we don’t talk a lot about this issue…. Mostly
issues of bedroom it’s a taboo.

(Male community health worker, Salgaa)



Virginity

• Virginity maintenance motivates young people to have oral and
anal sex over penile-vaginal penetrative sex

• Substitution of non-vaginal sexual activities for vaginal intercourse as
means of maintaining ‘technical virginity’

My religious friends… who are trying to hold on to some sort of sanctity of
waiting until they’re married to have sex, feel that oral sex and anal sex
are sex that they can have that’s still not full sex… youth today… are
searching for these things that don’t make them lose their virginity but
allow them to still sort of engage in sexual activity… like they think all their
peers are… It’s like a loophole, it’s like they’re desperate to hold onto their
virginity but they’re not scared to engage in other acts so that they look
cool...

[Female respondent, Duby, 2009]

• Unbroken hymen as a marker of virginity?

If the membrane is not broken a girl is a virgin. It is the membrane that
holds the virginity. (Female Youth, Mlolongo)



• Respondents were asked: “If a young girl has never had vaginal sex
but she has had anal sex, is she still a virgin?” Evidence shows widely
held belief that if a young girl has only had anal sex, and never had
vaginal sex, then she qualifies as being a virgin

If she has only been fucked on that side (anus) then I can term
her as virgin. (Male community health worker, Salgaa)

A girl will still be a virgin if she has only had anal sex, because
a virgin is only located to the vagina and not to the anus.
(Male trucker, Dar es Salaam)

• The definition of virginity is subjective:

Virginity can be classified into two: primary and secondary.
Primary virginity is the one that one has never had sex. And the
secondary one is for the one who has had sex but has now
decided not to have sex anymore. (Female Youth, Salgaa)



• ‘Virginity’ as ‘vaginal virginity’?

• Common understanding that ‘vagina’ and ‘virgin’ are the
same word, or that the word ‘virgin’ originates from the word
‘vagina’ leads people to think that virginity refers directly to
the vagina

A girl is a virgin (if she has only had anal sex), the reason
being that the word virgin comes from the word vagina. And
for somebody whereby they have not penetrated through the
vagina, the vagina is still intact, they have only penetrated
through the anus… the girl is a virgin because they have not
penetrated through the vagina. (Male, Malaba)

• Male virginity also equated with the vagina

Virginity is penetration: penis to vagina… if a boy has never
penetrated into a vagina, then definitely he is a virgin

(Male Youth, Salgaa)



• Many cultures/religions place high value on virginity

The value of being a virgin, culturally the lady is very much
respected in the community and when it comes to the time
when she is ready for marriage, bride price for her is always
high compared to these other ones who defaulted, we call
them defaulters, the ones who started practicing (sex) early.
(Male, Malaba)

• Has virginity lost importance and value amongst the
younger generation?

I don’t enjoy a virgin because she is not experienced she
cannot entertain me well.  The beauty of sex is that the two
parties man and woman should have skills in making it.  This
may explain why now days many of us youth enjoy a lot in
seducing and making sex with grown up women instead of
girls. (Male Youth, Dar es Salaam)

Something like virginity is forgotten (Male community health
worker, Salgaa)



Misperceptions about “other sex”

• Commonly held belief that penile-vaginal sex is the only sex
through which HIV can be transmitted

Someone told me that for me I do not want to practice vaginal
sex because that is the highest sex that transmits HIV so it was a
belief of that person that non-vaginal sex does not transmit HIV.
(Health care worker, Mlolongo)

As you go and have sex vaginally, you can get HIV but these
other methods they even do not expose you. (Nurse, Malaba)

• Due to the silence around heterosexual anal sex - assumption
is made that it must be safe

• Health care providers themselves are also often unaware of
the risks of anal sex



Oral sex - is it “sex”?

Oral sex is not sex

When people don’t want to have sex like the vaginal sex, they
opt for oral sex because most people around imagine that’s not
sex. (Female, Malaba)

Oral sex is a situation of a man inserting his penis in the mouth of
a woman but that does not mean that they have had sex.
(Female youth, Mbuya)

There are those who use the mouth… that is romance… they suck
each other. If it is the girl, she sucks the penis and man sucks the
clitoris till each one is aroused… they suck each other to get
ready for sex…. it is not a type of sex, it is just to make one ready
for penetration… I think that is not sex, it is just for arousal. (Female
youth, Salgaa)



Oral sex is sex

Oral is sex, there are some who do not want any penetration, they
just get satisfied with sucking of the mouth… it is sex because if
one is satisfied in that way then it is sex. If the aim is for one to get
satisfied then it is sex. (Female youth, Salgaa)

I don’t see a big difference between vagina and the mouth… You
see sex does not come from the penis or the vagina, it is all act of
the brain, because I know of a certain man who sits at a given
strategic position and when he looks at the legs of a beautiful
woman he ejaculates. (Female youth, Salgaa)



Other kinds of “sex”
- are they “sex”?

• Thigh sex
• Armpit sex
• Mutual masturbation
• ‘Foreplay’
• Sex toys



Safe sex messaging
• Majority of HIV Prevention messages & IEC materials only

mention penile-vaginal penetrative sex

• Anal sex only mentioned in messaging and materials
specifically targeting MSM and homosexual men

What people preach out there its just vaginal sex, not information
on anal, or that you can get HIV also through oral, its just about
normal sex… so somebody somewhere thinks if I do it this other
way then I will not get HIV. (Female youth, Salgaa)

The only programs that are around they deal with one common
type of sex, they have never dealt with anal sex… they only talk
about the vaginal sex. (Female youth, Mlolongo)

• Misconceptions regarding the risks of unprotected anal sex
are very prevalent



Penile-vaginal normativity

• We often speak about
‘heteronormativity’, but what about
‘penile-vaginal normativity’?



Conclusions

• Misguided focus on penile-vaginal penetrative sex as primary
vector for sexual transmission of HIV between heterosexuals

• Greater attention must be paid to non-vaginal sexual
practices, in the light of their frequency as well as potential
risks, in order to ensure a comprehensive approach to HIV
prevention

• Unprotected penile-anal penetrative sex, carrying the highest
risk of HIV transmission sexually, needs to be addressed
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