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LIVING DANGEROUSLY  

HIV/Aids, masculinity and the post-apartheid 

generation: a case study 

 

This research paper takes the form of a case study into one young black man who died 

of HIV/Aids in January 2004. The form I have chosen is part investigative 

journalism/part biography. I have chosen this form because I am a journalist so all my 

skills and training lead me in the direction of accessibility to as wide an audience as 

possible.  The narrative form – telling a story, essentially – makes it more engaging 

and therefore far more likely to be read by as wide a spectrum of people as possible. 

My literature review revealed to me how many highly talented academics have 

already examined and illuminated some of the material I came across during my 

research yet little of this material has ever reached a wider audience, which seems a 

great waste, especially given the  poverty of public debate around the subject of 

HIV/Aids. As a politically engaged South African deeply concerned about the 

epidemic, this provided a further spur to me to produce a work1 that was intelligible 

and attractive to the ordinary, that is ,the non-academic, reader. 

 

Nevertheless, despite the accessible format, I believe that some of my material  does 

have its place in academic archives. It has something to add to existing canons around 

the new formulations of self and struggle for the so-called “lost generation”. It 

                                                 
1 This study has since been turned into a book and has been published by Jacana Media under the title: 
Khabzela: The Life and Times of a South African. 
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provides new variations on discourses of masculinity and it raises questions for 

HIV/Aids public messaging. 

 

My other reason for focusing on one individual is that it allows for much greater depth 

of observation than a scattering of case samples might do. And because the individual 

I engaged with, the Yfm DJ, Fana Khaba aka Khabzela, was also an icon for his 

generation, the insights gained from his life could also reasonably be extrapolated to a 

far wider group from his milieu and generation. 

Fana Khaba became my subject partly through serendipity. The chief executive 

officer of Yfm was a friend of mine and through him, I was able to get extraordinary 

access not only to Fana Khaba himself but also to his family, his friends and his 

colleagues.  

My form then is partly investigative journalism; partly biography. 

 

The complexities and limitations of these formats are not under-estimated, particularly 

under the circumstances. I met him while he was dying and already suffering from 

Aids-induced dementia therefore my understanding of his life was drawn primarily 

from secondary sources: his family, fiancée, colleagues, friends and advisers. 

Invariably there are gaps and shadings involved here. 

 

A biography is fraught with ethical dilemmas. Janet Malcolm (1995:8) points out the 

essential moral dubiousness of such an enterprise: 

Biography is the medium through which the remaining secrets of the famous 

dead are taken from them and dumped out in full view of the world. The 

biographer at work, indeed, is like the professional burglar, breaking into  a 
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house, rifling through certain drawers that he has good reason to think contain 

the jewelry and money, and triumphantly bearing his loot away. 

 

She also describes biography as really fiction in disguise.  There’s no doubt biography 

is fraught with contradictions. Fana Khaba was ill and demented when I met him. My 

study began after ill health had forced him out of his slot at Yfm and they didn’t 

appear to have kept much in the way of archival material on him. The few tapes I 

found were full of jokey, fragmented soundbites. They represented  part of the public 

persona the man projected: the clown who found a joke in everything. As the narrative 

below will show, this was a defence mechanism he developed in childhood. None of 

the traditional resources of biographers such as letters were available: he was not a 

man comfortable with the written word.  

 

I relied for my study of him on extensive interviews with as many people as I could 

find: this included family, friends, colleagues and members of the healing fraternity 

from whom he sought help. Clearly all viewed him and portrayed him through their 

own subjective lenses.  

 

In order to be as transparent as possible about the subjectivity involved in my portrait 

of him, I declared my own hand. I tried to be as open  as possible about my own 

cultural, class, gender and race-based bias. And I did the same with my interviewees. I 

also as far as possible represented them directly: that is, let them speak for themselves 

in lengthy direct quotes. 
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This book is almost as much about the living as the dead. Fana Khaba might be 

beyond hurt but many others are not. Because he came from a certain context which I 

needed to understand, inevitably it is also about his family, his fiancée, his colleagues 

and his friends. I drew on my skills as a journalist to persuade people to talk to me. I 

am aware throughout all my interviews of presenting a smiling, sympathetic face; of 

doing my best to draw out the deepest emotions and widest amount of information 

from my interviewees, only too aware that it was highly possible I would not end up 

presenting them in print as they had presentedthemselves to me. Or, in other words, 

that the mirror I appeared to be holding up to them would cast an entirely different 

reflection in my book to the one which appeared to them at the time.  

 

Normal skepticism is suspended in the process of drawing out a subject and 

encouraging them to trust one. Only later, when one examines the material gathered 

and analyses it and shapes it into a narrative does the dispassionate, critical side of the 

journalist kick in and it is in this process that the betrayal of the subject begins. 

 

Journalism is about seduction. The subject in the initial stages feels cocooned in an 

apparently infatuated gaze. The sympathy I exuded was mostly authentic but even 

when it wasn’t – such as when I was interviewing the people who fed him bogus 

miracle cures when he was dying – I largely maintained this sensitive, receptive 

façade because I wanted them to talk. If I had told them how I really felt at the time, 

they might well have clammed up and I would not have got the information I needed 

to expose them. 

Again, Janet Malcolm (1990:3) is clear on the subject: 
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Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice 

what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible. He 

is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s vanity, ignorance, or 

loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse. 

I agree with the “confidence man” description. But not the part about “without remorse”. 

This duplicitousness I have always felt deeply uncomfortable with but I regarded its 

deployment as a necessary but disagreeable part of the job. And it helps if one can 

justifiably cast judgement on the subject: if their moral dubiousness is great than yours, 

such as is the case with the snake oil salesmen in HIV/Aids, it lightens your own burden. 

But when the subject is blameless, it is much more uncomfortable. Malcolm (1990:142) 

again:  

 

Unlike other relationships that have a purpose beyond themselves and 

are clearly delineated as such (dentist-patient, lawyer-client, teacher-

student), the writer-subject relationship seems to depend for its life on a 

kind of fuzziness and murkiness, if not utter covertness, of  purpose. If 

everybody put his cards on the table, the game would be over. 

 

When the subject is blameless, it is much more uncomfortable. When I dealt with 

Fana Khaba’s family, for instance, we clearly had differing purposes. Mrs Khaba 

thought a certain picture of herself and her son would emerge. It was clear to me that 

the picture she wanted to represent would be extremely one-dimensional and leave out 

most of the story. Her subjectivity did not tally with mine. We therefore played a cat 

and mouse game, trying to trade off other each other’s interests. The family appeared 
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to see this as a possibility of regaining the income lost at his death so I promised them 

20% of my royalties. In return, they promised to arrange interviews with the mothers 

of Fana Khaba’s children. In reality, they thwarted all my attempts to gain such 

interviews. Despite my frustration, I felt some relief that they were able to stand up 

for themselves; that they were not victims, thus lessening my own feeling of 

responsibility. Because, in the end, the power was in my hands: the power to represent 

them and their lives in a way which could damage their standing in the community. 

 

A brief summary of the life of Fana Khaba (1968-2003) Fana Khaba was born in 

Emdeni Soweto on September 12, 1968, where his father, Petros Khaba, was given a 

house after being evicted from Sophiatown, the place he had worked as a cinema 

projectionist. Petros Khaba died when Fana was four. His mother, Lydia Khaba, 

brought up her seven children initially on a domestic worker’s salary and, later, that of 

a nurse.  Money was extremely tight and parental supervision minimal. Fana’s earliest 

and strongest influences were the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the gangsters who ruled 

Emdeni streets. His education was truncated by the Soweto school boycotts, in which 

he was an unwilling participant. 

 

An extremely driven and ambitious young man, he had a lifelong dream of becoming 

a DJ which he finally fulfilled after several frustrating years working as a odd-job 

man and as a taxi driver by getting a job at Yfm,the revolutionary Gauteng-based 

radio station. Yfm was the first to embrace kwaito, the soundtrack to the struggle of 

the “lost generation”, later to become the “Ygeneration”, to find an identity and a 

place in post-apartheid South Africa. Fana rapidly became Yfm’s top DJ because he 

was so in touch with his generation: he provided a  role model for what they might 
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achieve while at the same time remaining deeply rooted in what they currently were: 

ekasi. 

 

He was very promiscuous2, sleeping with large numbers of women despite the fact 

that he always maintained a regular girlfriend and, later, a fiancée, Sibongile Radebe, 

also HIV positive, to whom he is thought to have passed the virus. She could not bear 

children but he had children with at least five other women. He contracted HIV which 

progressed to Aids. He declared his status on Yfm and received overwhelming 

support from his fans. He then refused to take anti-retrovirals and instead explored a 

range of alternative therapies. He died nine months after discovering his status. He 

was 35 years old. 

 

 

A voice for the voiceless: kwaito, Yfm and the birth of the Y Generation 

Christopher Ballantine (2003) traces the development of kwaito as an expression of 

the new social order that emerged after 1994. He argues that to some extent it meant 

that music was still being used as a “weapon of struggle”, despite the then deeply 

controversial plea by ANC intellectual  Albie Sachs. In his 1990 document: 

“Preparing Ourselves for Freedom”: Sachs wrote: 

 

The first proposition I make is that our members should be banned from 

saying that culture is a weapon of struggle. 

 

                                                 
2 I am aware of potentially racist readings of the word promiscuity used in relation to a black male but 
in this particular case, it is clear that he did fit into that category. 
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Initial kwaito lyrics, as developed in the huge street bashes that emerged in townships  

such as Soweto to celebrate the end of apartheid were hedonistic, materialistic. 

Bheki Peterson  identifies the generation behind kwaito as the “lost generation”, 

unable to access the fruits of democracy because they had been ruined: education lost 

to protest and the brutalization of years of struggle had rendered them unfit for polite 

society.This generation believed that democracy should bring with it material 

rewards. The desire for – even entitlement to – unrestricted sex, fast cars and money is 

characterized by Peterson (2003:210) as an “ethos of consumption as downright 

bootstrap capitalism as you are likely to encounter within the citadels of whiteness”. 

But their lack of skills combined with the unemployment that followed the 

liberalization of the economy – when many major companies shifted their operations 

abroad – meant they were unable to find jobs and earn money. 

 

Music in general, and kwaito in particular, served to provide social mobility. Fana 

Khaba, for instance, started off his career selling his services as DJ and MC to 

Sowetan weddings and birthday parties. But it was at the street bashes – where kwaito 

was made and which made kwaito, in the township at least – that he honed his skills 

and became very popular as a DJ. And this is what  got him his first job at Soweto 

Community Radio, which opened its doors with  the deregulation of the airwaves that 

followed the institution of the first democratic government. It was here that he learnt 

to be a radio DJ and started to understand the music business. 

 

Again, it was music  which finally took him beyond the confines of the township 

when he got a job first in the city-based Metro fm and then at Yfm, which was then 

based in downtown Bertrams, a Johannesburg suburb. Yfm’s range included the 
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whole of Gauteng but it could also be heard in Mpumalanga and North West 

Province. But Yfm was also different in that, unlike other radio stations, it embraced 

kwaito. Both Ballantine and Peterson record the wholesale rejection of kwaito by 

mainstream society at the time. Record companies spurned it, as did broadcasters 

including the newly transforming SABC. Local musicians made their own CDs and 

sold them from the boots of cars. Kwaito and the generation behind it might well have 

been “lost” without Yfm, the radio station which embraced kwaito from its inception 

in 1997 and thus gave it an exposure and credibility that gradually led it into the 

mainstream. 

 

This created an entire industry: new record companies have sprung up with publicity, 

financing, events management and all the ancilliary businesses that go into feeding 

them. One of the contributions of this study is that it provides  a new understanding of 

Yfm. Broadly speaking, literature on Y culture is not on Yfm . My study begins to 

uncover the importance of that radio station. What has not before been explored is the 

extent to which Yfm  was a conscious political move on the part of its founders, 

former trade unionists. Despite Albie Sachs’ imprecations to the contrary, Ballantine 

is right to assert that music, in the form of kwaito, was still being used as a “weapon 

of struggle”.  

 

The struggle was now quite different in aim and content. Yfm, initially at least, saw 

itself in a very political light.  As Dirk Hartford, former trade union activist and 

subsequently co-founder of Yfm, told me: 
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We had a brand new democracy where young people were written off 

by the old and new establishment as a “lost generation” who had 

sought liberation before education and were therefore uneducated and 

ungovernable; as a problem basically. No one was saying to young 

people – as we activists in the unions had said to workers in the 

eighties – that, come what may, we are on your side as we navigate this 

new country of ours. 

 

For Greg Maloka (2004)3, the Yfm manager who was himself one of the “lost 

generation”, Yfm was just another phase in the struggle:  

 

For us, it was  a revolution that had to happen, that had to be realized. It 

was this phenomenon that was for us and by us. We saw Yfm as another 

June 16, 1976 – just 21 years later. We became very involved with all the 

sub-cultures that were bubbling under. We held hands with kwaito when 

there was no program director at any radio station that would be caught 

dead playing kwaito…We didn’t care. We said: these are youngsters like 

ourselves and this is what they want to hear.  Within the first month, we 

had 600,000 listeners. And every six months when the figures came out, 

they had doubled. We made kwaito and kwaito made us. All of a sudden 

there were kwaito independent labels and a lot more people employed in 

the game of music. Businesses sprang up. 

 

                                                 
3 This quote, and each of the following, are based on two extensive interviews I did with Maloka in 
November 2004.  
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Yfm was itself constantly caught in the tension between being a business – pleasing 

advertisers who dismissed its listenership as poor and therefore not a viable market – 

and playing out its political role of  providing a voice for the voiceless.In effect, what 

happened was that it helped shape a new identity for much of the so-called lost 

generation and packaged them in such a way that they became acceptable to 

mainstream society. This packaging or shaping  produced what Nuttall (2004:449) 

calls “A specific urban culture that has emerged as one of the most decisive cultural 

shifts in the post-apartheid era”. She describes it as “a hybrid culture…constituted 

through a remixing of the township and the city, of the township in the city”. 

 

The ‘struggle’, then, was now quite a different one.Before it had been a communal 

struggle against a joint enemy. Now it was far more disparate. It had become an 

individual struggle against poverty, low self-esteem and lack of education to find  the 

place in the sun ostensibly now available to all black people in the new South Africa. 

Grace Khunou writes (2004:500): 

 

In the township everybody knows everybody else, where they come 

from, where their parents met. The city is a no man’s land. The 

individual is his or her own master. In the township, there is a strong 

sense of a community, of continuity and certainty. 

 

To take part in the new dispensation, the Y generation had to leave the township 

womb and take on the fraught but exhilarating challenge of being an individual in the 

city, itself being transformed by the forces of globalisation.  Yfm and Fana Khaba are 

important because both became instantly hugely popular: they resonated with 
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hundreds of thousands of mainly young people who made up this generation. Within 

six months of arriving at Yfm, Fana Khaba’s listenership figures far out-numbered 

those of other DJs. He rapidly became a cult figure.  

 

The DJ he replaced in the top drive-time slot was Phat Joe, a confident, well-educated 

middle class South African who had grown up in the US and spoke only English with 

an Americanised accent. Phat Joe personified, one would have thought, the 

aspirational for young black South Africans looking for a role model in a globalised, 

black-led society. Yet Fana Khaba rapidly acquired an iconic status amongst his 

listeners that Phat Joe could only have dreamt of. And he was just the opposite to him: 

Fana Khaba  took the township to the city: he spoke iscamtho, an irreverent, 

township-specific dialect made up of English, Afrikaans and Zulu. He colonized the 

airwaves with township in-jokes and gossip and repeatedly emphasized his own 

education-starved, poverty-stricken background. But he also spoke the language of 

aspiration: his message was: if I can make it big – a highly paid professional DJ with 

fancy cars, fancy clothes and beautiful women, so can any of you. In his Positive 

Youth of Gauteng club on Sundays, he encouraged township youth to shed their 

apathy and start small businesses like car washes and spaza shops. 

 

Ballantine points out how  the messages in kwaito lyrics developed by 2003 to 

express similar messages of accountability and emphasizing the importance of work. 

Who was influencing whom here remains open to speculation: probably it was a 

symbiotic process with township feeding into Fana Khaba’s messaging and vice 

versa. In reality, the vision of success he – and Yfm’s advertisers -  had was a chimera 
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for many of his listeners who continued to languish in poverty in the township and, 

increasingly, falling prey  to the HIV/Aids epidemic. As Nuttall writes (2004:432) : 

 

These visual cultures are the loci of a language of aspiration, a 

language that, as we will see, both speaks to and silences psychic and 

material ‘remainders’ beyond the text: crime, economic hardship, and 

bodily frailties, even death itself, in the wake of the HIV/Aids 

epidemic. 

 

Fana Khaba’s struggle to bridge these worlds, given his own disadvantaged 

upbringing, produced an intolerable strain. I think this echoes the experiences of many 

other members of the Y generation, particularly males. It renders them 

psychologically vulnerable. They engage in self-destructive behaviour such as 

excessive drinking, reckless driving and unsafe sexual practices. Kumza, Fana 

Khaba’s best friend, died in a car smash while driving drunk. Iggy Smalz, another 

Yfm DJ,  was killed in a car accident in which he was the driver. Aids killed Fana 

Khaba. Greg Maloka comments on this as follows: 

  

You know, apartheid has damaged people beyond imagination. The 

township has a vicious cycle. You’ve been in a really bad education 

system; your parents are in very inadequate jobs that can’t provide for 

the family properly. At some point, you drop out of school. You try to 

make a living; you get caught up with criminal elements. You start to 

drink. If you are a girl, you have a baby at a young age. And these days 

you get Aids and you die. 
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There are differing critical takes on kwaito. While Ballantine and Peterson see it as 

speaking to a ghetto experience, Nuttall, Farber  and Motsemme argue that it 

encompasses both ghetto and city life. Fana Khaba’s trajectory traversed both: he 

remained rooted in the ghetto but was also deeply involved in high urban culture. 

 

At the end of 2002, Yfm moved its offices and studios to the Rosebank Zone where it 

provided a huge new impetus to management’s ambitions to turn it into a hub for the 

new, moneyed black middle class (Farber: 2001).  It became a space where race 

matters less than money as it produced “a sharing of middle class values made visible 

through a homogenization of style – that cuts across racial categorization” (Farber: 

2001).Rosebank represents a bleeding between township and city. As  Nuttall 

(2004:237) writes: “It is the performance of township culture that has emerged with 

new vigour in the contemporary context.” She adds, citing Bogatsu (2003), that 

(2004:437) “Township culture  is translated from a socio-economically stagnant 

culture into a high urban experience. The latter gives rise to what is increasingly 

known as Afro chic.” 

 

Both Farber and Nuttall write about how globalization has affected the stylization of 

the self that has accompanied the identity politics of the Y generation. As Nuttall says 

(2004:450): 

 

Y culture is made malleable, multivocal and dialogical  through the 

power of a transnational imagination that is irreducibly located in the 

current semiotic landscape of South Africa. 

 



 15

Fana Khaba exemplified the creative mix and match of his generation: he soon gave 

up kwaito as sound of choice, opting for American house music. But for his personal 

styling, he went European. He drove a BMW, a German car. He shed his township 

“mapantsula” clothes and opted instead for Italian fashion, spending thousands of 

rands on imported Italian clothes. In fact, he adopted an Italian alter ego: “I speak, 

dance, dress Italian,” his friend Kumza quoted him as saying. “He used to be proud of 

that. All Italian clothes. Only Italian.” Nsizwa Dlamini (2004:500) says this style is 

known as “amantariana:.  

 

Their clothing is supposed to be expensive; designs that are believed to 

be made in Italy are preferred. Important shops here include 

Exceptions and Oreb in Eastgate and Versace and Hugo Boss in 

Sandton Square. 

 

Nuttall writes (2004)  that although the American is embraced as a brother, the Y 

reader does not want to be assimilated into his culture. Fana Khaba’s successor at 

PYG, a DJ called Ashifashabba, reinforces this: “We must not aspire to be American. 

We must not allow them to rape our resources.”  He vigorously rejects global cultural 

imperialism and roots his programs firmly in African culture. Fana Khaba, by 

contrast, perhaps,  was deeply eclectic, picking and mixing from various influences. 

He might have dressed and danced Italian but his language was strictly township 

iscamto. He eschewed the pasta and pizza at Primi Piatti next to the Yfm offices in 

Rosebank Zone for traditional pap and wors, consumed in the township. He also 

remained, as we shall see later, deeply rooted in traditional African spiritual beliefs. 
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Along with most of the more successful members of his generation, he moved into the 

suburbs, but his heart and home remained in the Emdeni house still occupied by his 

mother and sisters.  It was there that he returned to be nursed when he was dying.The 

arrival of democracy and with it, the opening up of Fana Khaba’s world beyond the 

township to both the city and, beyond it, the influences and pressures of globalization, 

brought undreamt of opportunities. But it also brought intense new pressures.Greg 

Maloka had this to say:  

 

He had a lot of insecurity. You would expect that. Here is a township 

boy who all of a sudden has to make huge decisions in a company. He 

strived for perfection all the time. He worked very hard to impress his 

audience, impress the company – to impress himself. He worked very 

hard to grow his brand and become a force to be reckoned with. And he 

did. 

 

 

Masculinity and HIV/Aids 

Fana Khaba’s inability to save himself when confronted with death was partly rooted 

in his construct of masculinity.  Bob Connell (1995) has argued that there are multiple 

masculinities, although there is a hegemonic masculinity in relation to which other 

masculinities are formed. He labels them subordinate, complicit and marginalized 

masculinities.  

 

The context for the grafting of black masculinity prevalent during Fana Khaba’s 

childhood and adolescence was the white political and economic apartheid 
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establishment which marginalized and demonized young black urban men who were 

condemned through inferior education and job reservation to menial, poorly paid 

work at best or unemployment. The subordinate masculinity developed by township 

youth is classified by Morrell (2001:108) as “struggle masculinity”. Thokozani Xaba 

(2002:110)  writes of the heroic status conferred on “comrades”, or “young lions” or 

“liberators” as the young men involved in the struggle were also known. This was an 

intoxicating and affirming experience for young men coming from backgrounds 

which would have otherwise  provided little self-esteem. Fana Khaba could be 

described as having developed a marginalized masculinity in relation to this 

subordinate one. He had no interest in politics and did not qualify as a comrade or a 

young lion so was denied the kind of affirmation and sense of purpose and meaning 

that involvement in the struggle would have provided. In fact, the struggle would 

itself have further marginalized him.  

 

 Fana Khaba’s early role models would have been the elders in the Jehovah’s Witness 

church, his mother’s church. These elders with their patriarchal, moralising, deeply 

conservative version of Christianity, carried little kudos in Sowetan street culture. 

Fana Khaba’s chief role models once he went to school were the men who ruled  the 

street: the gangsters.  

 

Clive Glaser (2000:3-4) traces the roots of township gangs to pre-urban initiation rites 

where adolescent men were encouraged to assert themselves through “boisterous 

rebellion, mobility, fighting, assertion of independence and sexual experimentation”. 

Gradually, adults re-asserted control and the young men settled down into responsible 

adulthood. However, in the cities, the pressure to conform disappeared because sons 
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“had no incentive to conform because they could see no viable inheritance; there 

seemed to be little prestige, power or dignity associated with eldership in the city, 

where social mobility was blunted by poverty and racial discrimination”.The gangs, 

writes Glaser, became the expression of young, urban masculinity and this hinged 

around fighting skill, street wisdom, law-breaking, clothing style, proficiency in 

tsotsitaal and success with women. Young township women were seen as trophies of 

masculinity. 

 

Denied by racism the chance of ever becoming part of the hegemonic male coterie, 

successive generations of township youth instead looked to the gangsters for role 

models. Greg Maloka who, like Fana Khaba, grew up in Soweto in the seventies and 

eighties, said:  

 

Growing up, we admired the gangsters. We aspired to be like them 

because, against all the odds, they lived their lives. They had money. 

They had cars. They had big houses. They didn’t subject themselves to 

a system that had a glass ceiling. Unfortunately we had fewer heroes in 

the corporate world and more heroes on the streets. 

 

Connell writes that the cultural function of masculine ideology is to motivate men to 

work, noting also what he calls a protest masculinity, in which marginalized young 

working class men in Australia revealed a masculinity shaped not in relation to a 

specific workplace but to the labour market as  a whole. Like the Sowetan gangsters, 

they largely rejected or were rejected by the job marketplace, fashioning a masculinity 

around violence, crime and a preoccupation with fast and dangerous motor bikes. The 
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‘live fast, die young’ ethos is similar to that of the Sowetan gangs. Connell notes how 

their failure to work and earn money – often coupled with a rampant misogyny – 

renders them ineligible for the comforts and normative influences of  family life. 

 

Masculinity is defined in relation to the other, which is the female gender. What is 

striking about Fana Khaba and his generation, as we will see below,  is the extent to 

which they remained deeply dependent on women and bound up with them in fraught, 

conflict-ridden but nevertheless profound  and lasting relationships. Psychoanlytic 

theory might provide some answers here. Connell looks at the importance of Freud’s 

Oedipus crisis during which boy’s feelings of rivalry with his father over the mother 

produced a terror of castration. Fana Khaba as a young child identified strongly with 

his mother against his father. He told me of an incident when, as a three-year-old 

child, he pointed out his father’s hiding place to police when they came to arrest him 

for beating up his mother. Later identification with the father, which should have 

happened in the normal course of events, would have been aborted by his father’s 

death the following year. Thus the pre-Oedipal relationship with his mother was 

largely unbroken by the subsequent Oedipal masculinization. The pull of the mother 

remained prolonged and largely unsevered. Greg Maloka avers:  

 

He was very angry with his father. He missed him and he wanted to 

prove to him that he could make something of his life. He always had a 

need for a father. 

 

His mother and his older step-sister, Tsidi, remained the dominant emotional figures 

throughout his life despite regular attempts to escape them and assert his 
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independence.In him, some traditionally masculine traits such as sexual predatoriness 

and the overwhelming importance of work and status as top dog at Yfm seemed 

particularly exaggerated, as if he constantly needed to affirm both to himself and 

others how manly he  was. 

 

In reality, it was the women in his life who called the tune. Fana Khaba always 

wanted to please his mother. What helped to please his mother – and all the other 

women in his life  wanted  - was material support. He had to do well in order to 

provide for them all. Providing for his entire extended family – his mother, his sisters, 

his fiancée, his five children and their five mothers – was partly what kept them 

bound to him, what ensured their loyalty. This, at least, seemed to be his 

understanding. He had to keep them financially dependent on him. This was partly 

due to an internal compulsion and partly an external one.  His internal trajectory was 

motivated by very poor self-esteem, for all the reasons already given, especially 

inadequate childhood nourishment from either parents or society. The narrative below 

shows the close relationship between power and money.  The ability to dispense gifts, 

maintain family and girlfriends was crucial not only to his own confidence as a man 

but also to his standing in the community. The ability to attract what he most needed: 

sexual conquest, love, respect, was predicated on money.  

 

The external pressures at work here could be said to be cultural: as the only member 

of his family to be successful, this was expected of him as an African and particularly 

as an African man. Greg Maloka says: 
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He loved his mother dearly. He worshipped the ground she walked on. 

But I think he was the only person in that entire family that kept it 

together. The family began to depend on him for inspiration, for 

motivation, but also for resources. He started not to be able to cope 

with the immense pressure that was put on him. If my mother wants 

this, I can’t say no to my“ mother. Or if my child needs this, or my 

girlfriend needs this. And he couldn’t say no. 

 

The girls he slept with required gifts – clothes, cell phones or, at the very least, a few 

drinks. Love, or at least the temporary sating of lust, did not come free.And he needed 

this constant affirmation of his attractiveness to women, despite the cost, both to his 

health and his bank balance. Radebe says: ‘You support these girls. They expect you 

to be loaded. They want money. They want clothes’. 

 

The pressure to keep on earning the money required to fuel this emotional 

merryground was intense and exhausting: in addition to his six-day a week job at 

Yfm, he sometimes did six gigs a weekend as guest DJ in clubs all over the northern 

part of the country. His life was so packed and so hectic that there was no time for 

introspection, no time to slow down for long enough to reflect on his lifestyle and 

what it was doing to him. The discrepancy between his public messages, for instance, 

and his own behaviour never seemed to have sunk in. He preached the need for safe 

sex on the radio but clearly frequently did not use a condom himself. Although, as I 

will go into later, this need not necessarily have been a contradiction in his own mind. 
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His illness might have forced him into a slower, more reflective space. The fact that 

his body called halt first: the HIV-related peripheral neuropathy which paralysed his 

legs was the first physical symptom and forced him to face up to the fact that he had 

to alter his lifestyle.  But the cruelty of Aids here worked against him: he also 

contracted dementia which meant he lost his ability to reason. His counsellor, Masi  

Makhalemele, said one of Fana Khaba’s fatal flaws was his inability to sit still, to 

come to terms with the enormity of what had happened to him and realize that, for the 

first time in his life, he had to relinquish control: 

 

He felt: ‘I can’t lose this now.’ Everyone wanted to please Fana. He 

came from a culture of male dominance and here were all these women 

telling him what to do. He couldn’t go to the toilet by himself. He had 

to be bathed. And this was a hero! It was all about controlling women: 

they can’t live without him.. 

 

Xaba writes about “post-struggle masculinity” and how many young men whose 

masculinity was shaped by the needs of the struggle found themselves at sea post 

1994 when the ANC enforced its gender rights and human rights agendas. Xaba 

describes how disorientating and disabling this was for the “young lions” of the 

struggle. Fana Khaba did not appear to have suffered much from this: possibly 

because his personal dividend from the struggle process was so low.  As mentioned 

before, it merely served to reinforce his own feelings of inadequacy and marginality. 

Although his share of the post-struggle dividend was generous - his fortunes soared 

with the arrival of democracy - he finally got the job of his dreams as a DJ and 

became rich and successful. Also, unlike the comrades, he always eschewed violence, 
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whether political or gang-related. Adapting to a post-apartheid society which 

criminalized violence rather than regarding it as a necessary means to an end, was not 

an issue for him. He also always seemed quite comfortable with women and had 

female friends. Possibly, his strong bond with his mother made a more feminized 

society congenial to him. 

 

Fana Khaba’s story emphasizes the central role of work to masculinity. His job at 

Yfm was crucial to his self-esteem. He told me when he was dying that the day he got 

his job at Yfm was the happiest day of his life. Throughout his illness, he remained 

obsessed with the need to get back to work.  It was the source of new-found self-

esteem; it provided constant adulation from fans; a sense of purpose and belonging 

and, crucially for his sense of being a man, a feeling of being in control.This worked 

against his survival in the end: because this need to reassert control, to feel like the big 

guy everyone needed was assuaged by the queues of miracle peddlers who lined up at 

his door. They  fawned over him, desperate for him to try their particular cure, 

knowing that it if were endorsed by the Fana Khaba brand, it would gain a huge new 

market. He entertained them all, and for a while, felt his old sense of power returning.   

 

HIV/Aids and public messaging 

Hundreds of millions of rands have been spent on public health messaging in the past 

few years.  Yet they don’t seem to be getting through. A study commissioned by the 

Nelson Mandela Foundation and released in January this year revealed that infection 

rates have actually risen. Is this because their messaging relies solely on a  biomedical 

understanding of HIV/Aids in particular and illness in general? With HIV/Aids, there 

seem to be two parallel universes operating: one is the official view, reflected in the 
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messaging from government agencies such as Khomanani and loveLife (financed to 

the tune of R100m a year by the government), and the situation that actually pertains 

on the ground. The official view is predicated on the biomedical model: which is that 

Aids is caused by a virus spread mostly through sex. Transmission can therefore be 

prevented through altered sexual behaviour: either abstinence, using a condom or 

having sex only with a regular, faithful partner. Fana Khaba preached this message on 

Yfm, as part of its social responsibility program. There was nothing at the time to 

indicate that he did not believe what he was preaching. It was only when he became ill 

that the contradictions in his own belief systems became apparent. 

 

Then there is the unofficial view also emanating from government to confuse matters: 

the view espoused initially by the President, Thabo Mbeki, that  HIV does not cause 

Aids but that it is, rather, caused by poverty. His health minister, Manto Tshabalala 

Msimang, also casts doubts on the safety and desirability of anti-retroviral treatment, 

instead promoting immune boosters such as the African potato. Fana Khaba himself 

was affected by her unorthodox views. The minister personally sent the Dutch 

woman, Tine van der Maas, to nurse him and, in effect, use this desperately ill man as 

a guinea pig for her untested and unorthodox Aids cure: which involved a diet of 

lemon juice, olive oil, garlic and a vitamin preparation called Africa’s Solution. 

 

Fana Khaba’s first take on his illness was that he had been bewitched and this  

traditional healing paradigm was the most persuasive for him: despite repeated forays 

to Christian faith healers, it was always to traditional healers – inyangas and 

sangomas – that he returned. In Greg Maloka’s view, while part of Fana Khaba was 

modern and westernized, another part was rooted in African traditional understanding 
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of misfortune. This schism split his family as well and they came to play a fatal part in 

Fana Khaba’s choices, especially when dementia began to affect his own reasoning. 

There is an extensive literature on the pervasiveness of the traditional healing 

paradigm and the powerful influence traditional healers have on South Africans. 

Adam Ashforth (2002:126), for instance, writes that “witchcraft in the South African 

context typically means the manipulation by malicious individuals of powers inherent 

in persons, spiritual entities and substances to cause harm to others”. There is usually 

a human agent involved and jealousy is often a motive. Fana Khaba thought he had 

been bewitched by a rival DJ who coveted his position as Yfm’s leading DJ. Writes 

Ashforth (2002):  

 

Discourses of witchcraft can thus be represented as modes of posing 

and answering questions about evil; about the beings, powers, forces 

and modes of action responsible for causing suffering in the world. 

 

Walker, Reid and Cornell (2004) explain how the elusiveness and complexity of the 

HI virus renders it particularly susceptible to the paradigm of witchcraft. This includes 

the length of time from infection to illness which make the source of infection 

difficult to pinpoint and the fact that some will get ill and others not. The obvious 

injustice of a disease which affects the young, the poor and the “blameless” also fuels 

suspicion of witchcraft. Walker, Reid and Cornell talk about the prevalence of 

“isidliso” – a form of poison fed to an individual in relation to HIV/Aids.  Fana Khaba 

was diagnosed by one traditional healer as having  an isidliso. But another traditional 

healer he visited thought he had a lwazi, which seemed similar although the way it 

was ingested into the body was different. The sangoma alone possessed the power to 
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rid the body of  this poison. Sangoma Nene, the sangoma who diagnosed the lwazi 

inside  Fana Khaba, told me: 

 

The doctors haven’t found a cure for this. The anti-retrovirals can only 

hold the illness. They can’t cure you. But on the traditional side, there 

is nothing that can’t be cured. We get rid of the illness by getting rid of 

the poison. 

 

This promise of  a cure, as opposed to the containment of the virus offered by the 

biomedical model, was widely in evidence in Fana Khaba’s search for relief.  Tine 

van der Maas promised him one and so did Dr Irene, a white Christian faith healer 

from Brakpan who sold him vitamin pills called Amazing Grace. 

 

I have no doubt that the health minister’s open distaste for ARVs and her 

encouragement of immune booster salespersons such as Tine van der Maas 

contributes to the muddiness around the debate. But her department gives out a clear 

and unequivocal message about the origins and treatment required for HIV/Aids based 

on the biomedical model which must mitigate her influence.Could a more decisive 

factor in the failure of public health messaging on HIV/Aids is the fact that there is 

limited grassroots faith in Western medicine? The department of health estimates that 

eighty per cent of South Africans are believed to go to traditional healers as a first 

port of call when they are ill. But Ashforth also points to the eclecticism of township 

traditional beliefs: this is borne out in Fana Khaba’s attempts to find relief from white 

Christian faith healers as well as from traditional healers. Is the answer that there is  a 

lack of faith in Western medicine in general: that any alternative will do? 
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Grahame Hayes (2005) argues for a psychoanalytic perspective on HIV/Aids on the 

basis that it is based in sex and sexuality is governed by the unconscious. That is, it is 

very difficult to regulate sexual  behaviour because it is non-rational. The parameters 

of the sexual act – who has sex with whom; the type of sex they engage in – are set by 

the unconscious on both sides. And often the drive  behind it  is not life-giving and 

positive; it is not one in which the best interests of either party is necessarily in the 

forefront. Jonathan Berger (2005) calls for a “re-sexualising of the epidemic”. He 

calls for the reality of sex lives to be taken into account and this includes what he calls 

“dirty sex” such as anal sex and sado-masochism”. 

 

Deborah Posel (2004:62) points out that “the imagery of sex as freedom, as symbol of 

a virile new lease on life jostles with that of sex as menace, sex as death”.Certainly 

Fana Khaba’s erotic life appeared to embrace all these contradictions. Even before he 

became ill with HIV, he suffered from chronic and extensive sexually transmitted 

infections which must have caused him considerable discomfort. He complained of 

having a stone in his penis. Nevertheless, he clearly did not wear condoms because 

not only did he contract STIs but he also made at least five women pregnant. 

  

My study explores the other costs of his prolific sexual activity: the tension it caused  

with Sibongile, his fiancée; the financial toll exacted by  the gifts required by his 

girlfriends; the underlying fear of women with whom he shared intimate relationships, 

manifested most acutely in the verdict of Sangoma Nene – that it was a woman who 

professed to love him who was the agent of his death. This view was reinforced by his 

family and, apparently endorsed by him, when they refused to allow Sibongile 



 28

anywhere near him after he became ill on the basis that it was she who had bewitched 

him. 

 

Ashforth (2002) warns of the danger to democracy posed by the “epidemic of 

witchcraft” that has emerged in response to the fact that the suffering of black people 

can no longer be blamed on apartheid and that such suffering not only endures but has 

been compounded by the HIV/Aids epidemic. He argues that the presumption of 

malice implicit in witchcraft –whereby even your intimate relations  can instigate 

abominable crimes against you – has implications for civil society and the possibility 

of building communities and networks of trust. 

 

What the narrative below also highlights is the implications for gender relations: 

women whose partners have died are shunned and demonized on the grounds that they 

are the source of their partners’ deaths; that they have bewitched them. This applies 

only to women and to mostly to women whose husbands have died at a young age. 

And given the fact that HIV/Aids is focused on sexually active people between the 

ages of 15 and 49, the rates of death are particularly high in this group. 

 

The narrative below complicates considerably the current parameters of the HIV/Aids 

debate. It implicitly explores many of the issues raised in this introduction. Most of 

all, it aims to render the complexity and vulnerability of a life.  
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AFTERWORD 

Since this study has been published as a book, the response has been instructive. 

There were many moving positive responses but I would rather dwell on the negative 

ones as I felt I learnt more from them. Book reviews and radio interviews elicited  

responses from the black community that could roughly be summed up as covering 

the following issues:  my position as a white woman writing about a black man;  and 

my relations with  his family and the implications for HIV/Aids policies as a whole, 

particularly in relation to “black culture”. I heard the latter phrase a lot. It was 

presented as something distinct and defined in opposition to “white culture”. “Black 

culture” was presented as something homogenous and did not, for instance, allow 

public discussion of family matters. Thus my writing about the feud between Mrs 

Khaba and Fana’s fiancée, Sibongile Radebe, was deemed to be racially insensitive. 

Sibongile herself was also criticised in an article in the Sowetan newspaper for 

speaking about such matters to a journalist. This made her a bad daughter-in-law, 

according to Mrs Khaba. Callers to radio interviews, particularly on Yfm, the station 

whose listeners felt most possessive about his image, concurred with this view that I 

had trampled on “black culture” by writing about such matters. There was, however, 

some sympathy expressed for Sibongile, particularly from female callers. This, 

presumably, speaks to a burgeoning feminism or feminist solidarity among educated 

young women attempting themselves to escape the more oppressive aspects of “black 

culture”. It was understood by them that Sibongile had been demonised simply 

because her male partner had died. 

 

A review in the Sowetan failed to mention the central issue of the book once: Fana 

Khaba’s reluctance to take ARVs - but there was much coded reference to my race. 
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The book was described as “cold and unemotional”. It lacked “township nuance”.In 

several interviews came the charge that I was trampling on black culture by insisting 

on the central importance of ARVs. I was dismissing traditional healing paradigms as 

effective treatment for HIV/Aids. 

 

Although I had discussed at length my personal agonising about whether or not to go 

ahead with parts of my research in the face of Mrs Khaba’s resistance (for instance, 

Fana’s visits to traditional healers and attempts to interview the mothers of his 

children), my decision to persevere  met with criticism. I understood from all this the 

central importance of the “the family” in a deceased person’s affairs. In this case, 

particularly of the mother.   

 

My most rewarding post-publication interaction was with the Treatment Action 

Campaign. I had  lived in London for seventeen years prior to beginning this study, 

returning to South Africa in at the end of 2002. The following year, I met Fana and 

began this study of his life. While in London, I formed the view from the media there 

that the only obstacle to the defeat of the HIV/Aids pandemic in South Africa was 

President Thabo Mbeki who, by questioning the biomedical model of Aids and the 

need for anti-retrovirals, was effectively perpetrating a kind of genocide on his people 

by refusing to provide anti-retroviral treatment. In this, he was aided and abetted by 

his health minister, Manto Tshabalala Msimang, who was portrayed as part monster, 

part clown. The undertones to this portrayal were racist: Aids was perceived to be 

rampant and all pervasive, entrenching Africa’s endemic misery and hopelessness. 

Mbeki’s response to Aids was fitted into the same stereotype: the irrational, 

incomprehensible, callous African leader, immune to his people’s suffering. On the 
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other side of this divide, representing good, rational, Western values was the 

Treatment Action Campaign, the David taking on the Goliath of the state in a brave 

and heroic bid to force them into doing the right thing. 

 

When I returned to South Africa, I saw this characterisation – or polarisation –  

echoed in the local media. The public debate about Aids, insofar as there was any, 

was focused on the provision or not of anti-retroviral treatment, with the government 

on one side and the TAC and media on the other. 

 

My study of Fana Khaba’s life made it clear to me that the situation was much more 

complex than this. Ambivalence about the provenance of HIV/Aids is not confined to 

the president. In fact, it appeared to me so widespread that one wonders: who leads 

whom in this? The president or the people? 

 

Traditional healing paradigms are extremely popular. The Department of Health puts 

the percentage at 80%. My research seemed to confirm this. Fana Khaba believed he 

had been bewitched. Access to treatment was not an issue: Yfm would pay. I found 

his scepticism about ARVs widespread amongst his colleagues and friends. 

 

The implications of this for public health messaging are inescapable. If you believe 

you are ill because you have been bewitched and not because you have been infected 

by a virus acquired during sexual intercourse, why should exhortations to be faithful, 

abstain or wear a condom make any sense to you? 
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If you believe you are ill because you have been bewitched, you will visit a traditional 

healer who will give you emetics to rid your body of the source of your illness. You 

are far less likely to visit a clinic and ask for anti-retroviral drugs. 

 

Once the study had been published in the form of a book, Zackie Achmat, the leader 

of the TAC, phoned me and asked me to address a TAC seminar. I was delighted by 

this invitation but also surprised. I had not thought that the TAC, with its muscular 

and focused campaigning for treatment would be interested in my findings. But, on 

the contrary. I found them open-minded and highly receptive. The seminar I 

addressed in Cape Town was composed mainly of their Khayalitsha activists and my 

talk was translated into isiXhosa. I was hugely impressed by the level of the 

interaction: it was intense, focused and sophisticated.  

 

I was subsequently asked to address a TAC national leadership workshop in 

Johannesburg: many of the activists had known Fana Khaba and the milieu he came 

from and challenged me on similar issues to those callers to radio stations had raised: 

was it fair to discuss the family feud and thus upset the mother? Was it fair to discuss 

his and his friends’ promiscuity when their wives were still alive? Did this not mean I 

was outing their own positive status without their permission? What was I doing with 

the money I made on the book? I thought all these questions were valid, echoing not 

only my own dilemmas around the book but similar dilemmas around HIV/Aids 

everywhere. Particularly the last question - that of who makes money from HIV/Aids  

- is a very good one. Not me, as yet – royalties come late and little. But what of the 

makers of Africa’s Solution and Amazing Grace? The money trail in Aids needs to be 

followed. 
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 Mostly the questions were less combative and very well informed. And the issues I 

raised about the popularity of traditional healing paradigms were absorbed into 

subsequent workshops. They asked if they could buy the book in bulk at a discount 

price so that it could be distributed more widely among their members. I found all this 

hugely rewarding: that my study could have practical results; that it could be of real 

use in the fight against Aids. 

 

Another postscript to this study concerns Yfm. It has since entered an entirely new 

phase which could be said to have entirely eclipsed the so-called struggle phase of its 

origins. The death of Fana Khaba was the beginning of this new phase. Listenership 

slid from 1.8 million to 1.6 million.  Its primary shareholder, Hoskyns Consolidated 

Investments, has since tightened its management hold and the bottom line has become 

all important. The  start-up team, Dirk Hartford and Greg Maloka, have left to be 

replaced by a much more authoritarian, traditional management strongly focused on 

making profits and thus encouraging the moneyed end of its listenership. In the last 

few days, its drive-time DJ, the hugely popular DJ Fresh has announced  his departure 

to 5fm motivated by the management changes at the station, particularly the dismissal 

on spurious grounds of Greg Maloka. DJ Bad Boy T, another Yfm heavyweight, is 

also leaving. 

 

Another study might look more closely at this, not only what it means for Yfm but its 

implication for radio in general – 5fm, a traditionally white station, is trying to woo 

black listeners with DJ Fresh – but also for what it means in terms of where the “Y 

generation” is now. Does Yfm still speak to them and for them? And if so, what are 

they saying? 


