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Sociological and anthropological perspectives on HIV and AIDS in Africa 

 
Prof. Dr. em. Anke Niehof* 

 

According to UNAIDS (2012), in 2011 of the estimated 34 million of people living 

with AIDS 23.5 million (69%) were living in sub-Saharan Africa. In 2011, there were 1.8 

million newly infected people in this region, 72 per cent of the global figure. But HIV/AIDS 

is not just about facts and figures. HIV and AIDS are also afflictions that are “awash in 

significance”, to quote Susan Sontag in her book Illness as Metaphor (1978). 

In this lecture I will discuss the multi-layered significance of HIV and AIDS in sub-

Saharan Africa. I will do so by tracing the HIV-AIDS trajectory, starting from the upstream 

vulnerability to HIV infection, through the factors that affect midstream vulnerability 

when people who are infected start to develop AIDS, to the impacts of AIDS in 

communities with high proportions of people living with AIDS. At all phases of its course, 

this trajectory is intersected by social inequalities and cultural notions, many of them 

relating to poverty and gender. Around these intersections debates and discourses have 

developed, at the emic levels of people’s own explanatory models and interpretations, 

and at the etic levels of biomedical and sociological explanations and interventions. 

Apart from drawing on the large body of literature on HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan 

Africa I will also use findings of the AWLAE project (2002-2011), an interdisciplinary 

project that was funded by the Netherlands Government of which I was the coordinator. 

In the framework of this project 20 African women did their PhD studies at Wageningen 

University on topics relating to impacts of AIDS on the role of women in food and 

livelihood systems in Africa. 
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