
ur researchers and HIV activists, and indeed our own
experiences, have recently been indicating that our
cultures are failing to keep up with our changing world.

One example is the traditional practice of wife inheritance, which
originally brought stability to families, but which can now be a
liability given the HIV crisis. Another example is the way certain
cultural norms disempower women and silence their voices, thus
contributing to the HIV crisis by preventing women from acting
to protect themselves and their families. Acknowledging that we
have cultural problems to deal with is an important first step, but
knowing how to deal with these problems is not always self-
evident. It is therefore important that we creatively imagine, or
dream, solutions and alternatives that are life-affirming. This is
one of the reasons I chose a metaphor, the phrase “Changing the
River’s Flow”, as the leading theme for this series. My hope is that
this metaphor will encourage the ‘dreamwork’ that must necessarily
accompany our work in the arena of culture and HIV. Indeed,
much of what will be reported in this series is the ‘dreamwork’ of
those who have already bravely stepped into this territory.

My reason for choosing the specific image of a flowing river is
because culture is a bit like a river.  Picture a large, powerful river
with rapids, some permanent waves and whirl pools.  Most likely,
all the people in the neighbourhood know the rapids and some
may earn a living from their knowledge by helping other cross
safely.  This river has its moods according to the seasons, but for
the most part it is predictable. It has always been like this. Or has
It? In fact, geology tells us that rivers change and their ‘permanency’

“…metaphors are the dreamwork of language”
 (Haack, 1998: 87)

O is often a trick of our perception, based on our short human
lifespan.  In the same way, culture may seem mostly permanent,
but this is a trick of our perception. Culture is always changing
and adjusting to different circumstances.

Moreover, just as the molecules of a river, acting together, constantly
reproduce or transform the rapids, waves and whirlpools, so human
beings, acting together, constantly reproduce or transform our
cultural norms. These waves, whirlpools or cultural norms may
seem to be static objects, but they are really processes. We cannot
scoop out a whirlpool and forever remove it, as it will just reform.
To stop a whirlpool we would have to, literally, ‘change the river’s
flow’. Likewise, we cannot simply pick out a cultural norm and
remove it. Because these norms are processes, to transform them,
we need to understand and change the forces and mechanisms
behind them. An example might be prostitution. As a cultural
norm that is problematic from an HIV point of view, we might want
to remove it. We can put laws in place to prevent it (we can try to
scoop it out and remove it), but it will tend to reform unless we
can change the underlying causes of it, such as poverty and
misogyny.

Finally, I liked the image of a flowing river because I tend to think
of rivers as our source of the water necessary for life. I also tend
to think of rivers as objects of beauty, valuable in themselves.
Similarly, culture is both a necessary part of life and beautiful,
valuable in itself. Therefore, my use of the metaphor of a river is
a reminder to be respectful of culture and to celebrate its richness
and diversity, even if, at the same time, we agree that certain
aspects of culture no longer serve us.

I hope that readers of this ‘Changing the River’s Flow’ series will
not only learn about transforming culture in a world threatened
by HIV, but also find reflected something of the beauty of culture.

Leigh Price and SAfAIDS

people
unlimited

Firelight
Foundat ion


