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ABSTRACT 
 
Introduction:  Three decades after the identification of AIDS, epidemiologists still do not fully understand HIV transmission dynamics 

in sub-Saharan Africa, nor its differential geographic and demographic spread. 

Discussion:  Despite mounting evidence suggesting a substantial role for nonsexual (puncturing) exposures in HIV transmission, 

researchers have not systematically investigated its impact on HIV propagation in Africa.  Mainstream researchers initially reacted to 

this idea skeptically, then dismissed it in the short run as apostasy and chose to ignore it in the longer run.  This research design flaw 

has been the Achilles Heel of efforts to explain the rapid propagation of HIV in Africa, a flaw that continues to this day  - much to the 

detriment of scientifically trustworthy interventions. 

Conclusion:  A science that ignores potentially important modes of transmission, especially when confronted by challenging and 

respectable evidence, is inadequate and needs remedial attention. 
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                                                                                                            “A biased scientific result is no different from a useless one” 

n Daniel Sarewitz [1] 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
     Skepticism disturbs orthodoxy.  Predictably, doubting often produces defensive reactions from believers, ranging from irritation to 

rage.  Questioning the orthodoxy that sex is driving the HIV epidemics in sub-Saharan Africa began in a sustained, methodical way in 

the late 1990s, though early observers had sporadically highlighted the potential contribution of nonsexual transmission about a 

decade earlier [2-9].  Skeptics grounded their doubts on published studies of HIV in Africa whose results suggested that the reported 

data did not fit the “heterosexual transmission” view (a vague concept implying penile-vaginal sex), and on assessing the quality of 

the evidence for that assertion [10-12].  During the first dozen years of the new century, skeptics published more than fifty analyses 

and critical essays that consistently served to undermine the received wisdom [10, and refs in 13].  These skeptical scientists 

highlighted anomalies, conflicting evidence, as well as encouraged implementation of appropriately designed studies [10, 14-16].  The 

principal idea advanced by these skeptics was that resolution of these puzzling findings would follow, as would HIV control programs 

built on reliable information.  This challenge to orthodoxy was greeted as apostasy in the short run and simply ignored in the longer 

run. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The orthodoxy: weakly supported but pervasive 

 

     Nearly all public health workers and researchers focusing on AIDS in Africa believe – despite evidence and arguments presented 

by skeptics – that unprotected penile-vaginal sex accounts for the vast majority of HIV infections in African adults.  This belief 

persists not only among those professionally charged with stemming the tide of HIV transmissions in sub-Saharan Africa, but also 

with the press and broadcast media, whose reportage in turn molds the world-wide public’s view of HIV transmission risks.  Were this 

time-honored belief founded on high quality evidence or, at least, not undermined by persistent old [10] and new [17-26] empiric 

evidence suggesting a substantial role for nonsexual transmission, there would scarcely be a basis for rational dissent.  (Nonsexual 

exposures refer to skin puncturing exposures in cosmetic, ritualistic, medical and dental settings, both formal and informal.)  Upon 

closer examination, it turns out that the view that unprotected penile-vaginal sex drives Africa’s HIV epidemics rests upon both 

wishful thinking and relatively weak evidence [10-12]. 

 

Assessing quality of evidence 

 

     As shown below, the strongest evidence for sexually transmitted disease (STD)/HIV transmission patterns comes from bench 

science and from contact tracing [27], not from the sky (ecologic observations and inferences, or mathematical modeling, or armchair 

speculation).  Contact tracing refers to seeking and testing the partners of HIV-infected cases to establish presence or absence of 

infection and to determine whether HIV infection is likely linked to sexual or/and other, nonsexual, exposures.  Among case-partner 
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pairs, infection status may be unrelated (viz., HIV is absent or bears a different genetic “signature”).  Risk factor assessment for 

incident infections can also provide good information, especially if researchers ask about and report all relevant risks, although it is 

not as revealing as is direct tracing and linking of infections, because studies of risk factors are usually population-, rather than person-

to-person, specific.  The table below provides a framework for gauging the relative strength and reliability of epidemiologic evidence 

in discerning STD/HIV transmission patterns. 

 

Table 1    Epidemiologic evidence for person-to-person spread of infection 

 

Viewing level                                           Distance from transmission events                               Strength of evidence 

 

Ecologic                                                                            Far                                                                     Low 

Risk factors                                                           Far to intermediate                                               Low to medium 

Contact tracing                                                             Very close                                                              High    

(With controls & DNA sequencing) 

 

 

Preconceptions, misrepresentations, and incentives 

 

     When AIDS was first identified in the early 1980s, it was viewed as a principally sexually transmissible disease (STD) of 

hypersexual populations, especially sexually adventurous gay men.  As for Africa, although several early studies implicated 

contaminated medical sharps as a possibly significant source of HIV spread [2-9], the framing of AIDS in the West as a disease of 

hypersexual populations fitted the time-honored Western view of Africans as promiscuous people [28].  Even though during the mid-

1980s several reports recommended continued investigation of puncturing exposures in sub-Saharan African health care [2-9], this 

potentially important means of HIV transmission was gradually overlooked so that, by the time of the International AIDS Conference 

in Montreal in 1989 (which I attended), assessment of nonsexual modes of transmission virtually disappeared from formal 

presentations and, indeed, research agendas [10-11].  Henceforth, for all intents and purposes, HIV epidemics in Africa were assessed  

using only “heterosexual transmission” as the frame of reference, as were prevention initiatives.  It was perhaps not a coincidence that 

the “heterosexual scare” of the West during the mid- to late 1980s was largely responsible for the arrival of substantial funding; this 

had not been forthcoming as long as only stigmatized populations (such as gay men and injecting drug users) represented the faces and 

future of the epidemic.  That sub-Saharan Africa’s “heterosexual” HIV epidemics could be presented as the best example of the future 

of the epidemic elsewhere was a godsend for the allocation of adequate funding for research and prevention.  Not only did the 

proclaimed heterosexualization of Africa’s HIV epidemics in published reports and at conference presentations close the door to 

conscientious investigation of modes of transmission other than penile-vaginal sex, but the generous funding responses to the threat of 

heterosexual HIV transmission elsewhere provided a powerful incentive to maintain the research status quo [29]. 
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Asserting “heterosexual transmission” as principal mode 

 

     The evidence suggesting sex as principal mode of transmission in Africa’s adult populations was the nearly equal male-to-female 

ratio in diagnosed cases of HIV/AIDS, which contrasted starkly with the approximately 14 males to each female ratio in developed 

countries.  This level of evidence was ecologic and hence distant from events on the ground (Table 1).  At no point was there any 

effort to do contact tracing or to link infections on the ground  - the gold standard for determining modes of transmission with 

confidence in person-to-person spread – as was done very early in the United States to demonstrate that a contagious agent was being 

sexually transmitted among gay men diagnosed with AIDS [30].  This view was also strengthened by the rarity of HIV infection in 

some but not all of the (alas, few) tested populations of African children aged 2-12 years [13, 31].  Moreover, the political pressure to 

maintain the idea of efficient penile-vaginal (implied in the word “heterosexual”) transmission may have played a key role in 

investigators’ decision to ignore nonsexual modes of transmission.  This research flaw is the Achilles Heel of efforts to explain the 

rapid propagation of HIV in sub-Saharan African adults, a flaw that continues to this day [32].  This was probably not viewed as a 

flaw by investigators, who tended to discount the efficiency of HIV transmission in medical procedures [33] (other than blood 

transfusions).  In addition, they believed that although medical injections might occasionally transmit HIV, such findings would be 

confounded by reverse causation (patients already infected with HIV frequently seeking treatment by injections) [34].   In brief, 

investigators prejudged the data: they put the cart before the horse without benefit of proper studies to demonstrate that reverse 

causation did explain any reported association between medical injections and HIV prevalence.  Inadequately supported beliefs, 

coupled with incentives to maintain the impression that “heterosexual sex” was the dominant form of HIV transmission served to 

discourage both inquiry and skepticism [29]. 

 

Emergence of data that did not fit 

 

     Skepticism and further inquiry should have been stimulated by reports of important differences between the generally accepted 

view and information that did not fit.  Serious anomalies surfaced by the 1990s, the principal one being that HIV did not consistently 

behave like STD.  For example, STD are usually concentrated epidemics (viz., in core groups), while HIV in Africa was broadly 

distributed.  Studies frequently showed little association between sexual risk factors (e.g., high rate of partner change, lack of condom 

use, sex with prostitutes, sexual concurrency) and HIV epidemics in communities [35-38]; in addition, some key sexual variables that 

were associated with common STD were not associated with HIV [39].  Indeed, opposite epidemic trajectories were reported for HIV 

and STD during the same periods in several African countries [40-41], that is to say, for example, that while HIV was rapidly 

increasing, STD were declining.  Importantly, silent assumptions of African hyper-sexuality were challenged by results from multiple 

national surveys in the late 1980s and early 1990s showing that indicators of sexual activity in Africa were comparable to those 

reported in North America and Europe [42], where population-level heterosexual spread of HIV was not occurring.  Remarkably, HIV 

was not infrequently diagnosed in persons denying sexual intercourse, as well as in persons reporting monogamous sex with an HIV-

negative spouse [10-11].  Researchers generally discounted these findings by pointing out that there was something special about the 
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way black Africans had sex, or that HIV diagnoses were not sufficiently accurate, or that respondents lied about their sex lives [43-

44].  Crucially, researchers failed to validate their speculations with proper scientific inquiry.   

 

Mainstream response to skeptics 

 

     Mainstream researchers on the African HIV epidemics responded to skeptics viscerally, with shock, dismay, and anger – 

sometimes accompanied by ad hominem attacks.  The World Health Organization in Geneva organized an influential response in The 

Lancet  [34], where the authors dismissed the concerns of skeptics, using ecologic and risk factor evidence derived from the few and 

often inadequate (read: uncontrolled for puncturing exposures) scientific studies available, while also relying on inferential reasoning 

and appeals to logic, rather than data.  Ironically, though the Lancet article’s authors conclude with a call for “improved (emphasis 

mine) data…to identify these risks…” in both formal and informal health care settings, the article served to discourage both doubt and 

inquiry, as many researchers and supporting agencies subsequently and characteristically dismissed or ignored contrary evidence, even 

their own [10, 45]. 

 

     Thus, a decade of mounting evidence that did not fit the official framing of HIV transmissions in Africa regrettably failed to 

stimulate more rigorous studies to answer the fundamental question with confidence:  Why Africa?  Unsurprisingly, this question 

remains unanswered.  It is stunning that, 3 decades into Africa’s HIV epidemics, no one can state with confidence why the continent 

has been so exceptionally burdened by HIV [32].   For 30 years, researchers and other observers have littered the epidemiologic 

landscape with armchair speculations about what might explain these epidemics: African sexuality, non-condom use, high genital 

morbidity and high STD burdens, lack of circumcision, HIV transmission-permissive tropical infections, polygamy, population 

migration and attendant prostitution, sexual concurrency, and age disparities between sex partners (older men coupling with very 

young women) [46-47].  In short: the dominant, if not exclusive, discourse in both professional and public arenas has been about 

“heterosexual sex”.  Hence experts still don’t know [32].   

 

Possible reasons for failure to investigate 

 

     It is disconcerting that – with so much at stake for successful HIV prevention in Africa – there has been sustained reluctance on the 

part of researchers and public health authorities to resolve incongruities in the orthodox view using comprehensive research designs.  

It is especially surprising given the high frequency of reports about health care transmission of blood-borne agents in both rich and 

poor countries [48].   Why have researchers not clamored for rigorous studies to verify their assertions and to rebuke the skeptics’ 

doubts?  One can only speculate about which comfort zones – ideological, political, programmatic, financial, academic – were 

threatened or could account for their failure to voice doubt, at least publicly.  Was it due to inertia?  To time-honored assumptions 

about African promiscuity?  To not wanting to discourage Africans from seeking modern health care (e.g., immunizations, prenatal 

care)?  To wishing it to be so?  To hoping that condom use would enhance population control initiatives?  To fears of losing 

comfortable funding streams?  To constructing a sense of shared coping with Western homosexual men and injecting drug users?  To 
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fearing damage to academic or organizational reputation?  To fears of public rebuke, scapegoating, or legal action?  Painful as this 

process may turn out to be, answers to these questions must be sought.  As previously and succinctly stated: “Unasked questions yield 

no answers” [49]. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

     A science that ignores potentially important modes of transmission, especially when confronted by challenging and respectable 

evidence, is inadequate.  Had defenders of the received wisdom attempted to falsify their assertion – that unprotected “heterosexual 

sex” accounts for virtually all HIV infections among sub-Saharan African adults – by implementing studies which simultaneously and 

comprehensively assessed sexual (including heterosexual and homosexual anal intercourse) and nonsexual exposures (skin puncturing 

in injecting drug use and in cosmetic, ritualistic, medical and dental settings, both formal and informal [50]), and which traced 

infections on the ground [10, 50-51], prevention efforts based on rigorous designs might well have had greater impact on efforts to 

stem rapid propagation of HIV infection.  It is encouraging to note that other independent researchers in Africa are presently calling 

for renewed and comprehensive investigation of “…factors [which] may contribute to the differential spread of the HIV pandemic in 

the region…” because “…sexual transmission alone may not explain HIV infections in Sub-Saharan Africa” [52].  Until scientifically 

trustworthy studies are implemented in various sub-Saharan regions, caution demands that skepticism about “Why Africa” regrettably 

remain the order of the day.     
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