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Marriage presents the single greatest risk for HIV infection among women in
rural Mexico. We drew on 6 months of participant observation, 20 marital case
studies, 37 key informant interviews, and archival research to explore the fac-
tors that shape HIV risk among married women in one of the country’s rural com-
munities. We found that culturally constructed notions of reputation in this com-
munity lead to sexual behavior designed to minimize men’s social risk (threats
to one’s social status or relationships), rather than viral risk and that men’s de-
sire for companionate intimacy may actually increase women’s risk for HIV in-
fection. We also describe the intertwining of reputation-based sexual identities
with structurally patterned sexual geographies (i.e. the social spaces that shape
sexual behavior). We propose that, because of the structural nature of men’s ex-
tramarital sexual behavior, intervention development should concentrate on sex-
ual geographies and risky spaces rather than risky behaviors or identities. (Am
J Public Health. 2007;97:986–996. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2006.088492)

communities in Atlanta) shape sexual behav-
ior in important ways. Sexual geography calls
attention to how sexual practices which would
be shocking in one space are normal, and
even expected, in another. Overall, our point is
that extramarital sex, although typically por-
trayed (in Mexico and elsewhere) as a breach
of social norms, is a fundamental if tacit di-
mension of gendered social organization
rather than the product of individual moral
failings or a breakdown in social rules.

The research described here focused on 1
of the sites involved in a 5-site comparative,
ethnographic investigation funded by the Na-
tional Institute of Child Health and Human
Development that explored the social organi-
zation of married women’s HIV risk. Our goal
was to assess how men contribute to women’s
HIV risk, going beyond the focus on ideologi-
cal aspects of masculinity that characterizes
current programmatic approaches which seek
to improve women’s reproductive health by
shifting norms of ideal masculinity.3 To do so,
we relied on Connell’s idea of gender regimes
as composed of the intersecting micro- and
macrolevel domains of labor (who does what
work, both domestically and in societies),
power (microlevel decisionmaking as well as
social, political, and military deployment of
authority), and affect (socially constructed
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desires and the emotions that surround those
desires).4

Our study lends support to Connell’s em-
phasis on affect as a critical aspect of gender,
because we highlight the ways in which affect
is a critical path through which gender in-
equality shapes risk. This point has been
made previously in reference to women’s
HIV risk denial5 but has not been made with
regard to men. We also introduce the concept
of extramarital opportunity structures, drawing
on the sociological concept of opportunity
structures to call attention to how extramari-
tal sex is shaped by social, cultural, and eco-
nomic forces.6 The intent of this construct is
to emphasize how social structure shapes and
constrains the options available to people.

FIELD SITE BACKGROUND 

Our study was conducted in Degollado, a
town of approximately 15000 residents (al-
though the actual population ebbs and flows
with the patterns of seasonal migration be-
tween Mexico and the United States) situated
in the semirural western Mexican state of
Jalisco. Degollado’s main sources of income
have traditionally been agriculture and mi-
grant remittances7; however, the 2000 census
indicates that the balance has tipped deci-
sively away from agriculture, with only 30%
of residents reporting agriculture as their main
source of support, down from more than 90%
in 1960.8 The area’s distorted age structure
reflects the institutionalization of labor migra-
tion: 2000 census data showed that there
were 702 men for every 1000 women in the
20- to 29-year age group, traditionally the
peak age range for labor migration.9

The county seat, Degollado also has 2 banks,
a number of schools including a high school,
many small grocery stores, a central market,
and 2 modern supermarkets, as well as a small
private hospital, several Internet cafes, and a
number of other local businesses. Recent at-

For a growing number of women in rural Mex-
ico—and around the world—marital sex repre-
sents their single greatest risk for HIV infec-
tion.1 That women are infected by the very
people with whom they are supposed to be
having sex—indeed, according to social con-
vention in Mexico, the only people with whom
they are ever supposed to have sex—challenges
existing approaches to HIV prevention. In this
context, abstinence is impossible, unilateral
monogamy is ineffective, and marital condom
use is (as we have argued previously2) compli-
cated by women’s deep, culturally supported
commitment to the fiction of fidelity.

We sought to extend our previous work in
Degollado (a small rural community in Mex-
ico), which focused primarily on women’s per-
spectives, to a discussion of how social, cul-
tural, and economic factors intertwine to
shape married women’s risk of HIV infection.
In rural Mexico, reputation is a critical aspect
of sexual identity, and thus attention to socio-
sexual reputations provides insight into why
people act in ways that are socially safer but
physically more risky. We also sought to de-
scribe the intersection of culturally con-
structed notions of reputation with structurally
patterned sociosexual geographies—that is,
that particular kinds of social spaces (bars, the
main plaza, private trucks, transnational migrant
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tempts at local economic development include
the opening of a clothing factory (which prom-
ised many more jobs than it has been able to
offer10), planting of agave in response to world-
wide increases in tequila consumption,11 and de-
velopment of a regional stone carving industry.

HIV IN MEXICO

Mexico’s HIV/AIDS epidemic is concen-
trated, with HIV prevalence rates of 0.3% in
the general population and up to 15% in
high-risk subpopulations.12 Of the approxi-
mately 160000 adults with HIV at the end
of 2003, two thirds were men believed to
have been infected while having sex with an-
other man13; consequently, the more recent
“heterosexualization” of the epidemic is
thought to be attributable to women becom-
ing infected during sex with male partners
who have sex with men.14

Rural Mexico, where gender ratios among
those living with AIDS are lower than ratios in
urban areas, is at the forefront of this hetero-
sexualization. Rural women are thought to be
at particularly high risk of marital transmission
because of the high rates of labor migration
from rural areas to the United States and the
ways in which migration represents a risk fac-
tor for HIV infection, with migrants network-
ing sexually among populations with higher
HIV prevalence rates, having limited access to
preventive or curative health services, and fre-
quently dealing with the social isolation of the
migrant experience by seeking comfort in sex-
ual intimacy.15 One recent report put the per-
centage of migrants who are infected with
HIV/AIDS at 1%, 3 times higher than the per-
centage among the general population.16 As re-
ported by Sanchez et al., the 2 states with the
highest rates of migration-related HIV infection
(above 20%) in 2004 were Michoacan and
Jalisco.17 Degollado sits on the border between
these 2 states. Jalisco also has the third highest
number of AIDS cases of any Mexican state.

METHODS

Our data collection approach relied on par-
ticipant observation, marital case studies, key
informant interviews, and archival research.
A summary of our approach, including the
substantive topics addressed through each

method, appears in Table 1. As can be seen,
each method contributed distinctly to the tri-
angulation that is so critical to ethnographic
reliability.18 The social ties and understanding
of local culture developed through 15 months
of fieldwork on an earlier project conducted in
this community allowed for much more rapid
start-up than would normally be the case for
community-based ethnographic research.19

Sampling of Degollado residents as partici-
pants in the marital case studies, which were
conducted between February and June of
2004, proceeded through the technique of
systematic ethnographic sampling.20 In sys-
tematic ethnographic sampling, the idea of
stratification is used to deliberately incorpo-
rate diversity into the small samples that are
critical to the success of qualitative research.
This approach represents one of the innova-
tive methodological elements of the Love,
Marriage and HIV multisite project, of which
this study was a part. Neither qualitative re-
search as generally practiced in public health
nor research within the tradition of ethnogra-
phy tends to employ such sampling principles. 

If culture is conceptualized solely as a com-
plex set of shared ideas that only can be ex-
plored through intensive, in-depth research
with a necessarily small number of partici-
pants, then convenience sampling does not
present a problem in terms of generalizability.
Here, however, our theoretical framework ex-
plores how culture intertwines with social in-
equality to shape health practices. It was criti-
cal, therefore, to ensure that—despite the small
sample—participants were selected to include
diversity in terms of the elements of social or-
ganization that previous research had indi-
cated were most likely to influence the heath
practices of interest. As a result, across all 5
sites, our marital case study participants were
selected to incorporate variation in (1) whether
1 member of the couple was currently or had
been involved in labor migration, (2) whether
(in comparison with other members of their
community) the couple was well-off finan-
cially, and (3) whether couples were recently
married, well established in their family-build-
ing projects, or already grandparents (Table 1). 

Systematic ethnographic sampling reflected
the present project’s theoretical framing at the
intersection of cultural and political–economic
perspectives. It also provided a framework 

allowing for cross-site exploration of differences
and similarities in the ways in which factors
such as labor migration or the life course
shaped marital HIV risk across the study sites.

The final data set was comprised of field
notes based on the participant observations of
the 3 principal members of the research team
and the transcribed interviews. J.S.H. read and
coded the data using ATLAS.ti version 5.0
(ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development,
Berlin, Germany) with the goals of (1) develop-
ing complete descriptive data on circumstances,
settings, reasons for, and local meanings of ex-
tramarital relations at the field site; (2) gaining
an understanding of the association between
the social organization of marriage and extra-
marital relationships; and (3) locating marital
and extramarital relationships within a variety
of broader social forces. The analyses presented
here drew primarily on participant observations,
on the marital case study interviews, and on
key informant interviews. We used archival re-
search to provide background on economic, de-
mographic, and epidemiological contexts.

The 2 principal limitations of the research
design were related to the fluidity of the popu-
lation under study. First, our use of a single re-
search site precluded fieldwork with men from
Degollado who were living or working in the
United States, making it impossible to explore
how variations in the specific characteristics of
migrant-receiving communities may shape
risk.22 However, there were enough return mi-
grants remaining in Degollado to provide some
sense of what life is like al otro lado (“on the
other side”). Second, our focus on married cou-
ples led to the exclusion of men and women
whose marriage had ended as a result of con-
flict, which may have biased the sample toward
those whose marriage was “successful” enough
that they were willing to be subjected to the re-
searchers’ gaze. The final sample, however, was
quite diverse in terms of affective experiences:
a number of the women wept while recounting
their marital suffering, and one of the men,
when asked how he felt about his spouse, re-
plied that “the more I know my wife, the more
I love my dog.”

MEN’S MARITAL IDEALS

Previous research, conducted primarily
with women, has described an increasingly
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TABLE 1—Overview of Ethnographic Methods: Specific Contributions to Research Goals 
and Method-Specific Description of Sample: Degollado, Mexico, 2004

Data Collection Method Specific Data Elicited and Relationship to Project Objectives Sample Description

Participant observation During the 6 months in which 3 of the authors (J. S. H., S. M., and B. T.) lived in Families and domestic life: Sunday lunches, afternoon visits, birthday parties,

the study community, participant observation focused on domestic life and  casual socializing, and weddings.

communal social life. Specific areas of focus included courtship, marriage, Social spaces where “nice” women do not go (e.g., cantinas, commercial sex 

family life, and men’s patterns of socializing and nightlife. Through participant venues).

observation, we gained a rich contextual knowledge about economic Adolescent social life and courtship: indoor soccer leagues, discos, sewing,

organization, family life, sex-segregated socializing, and ideas about sexuality. and terrazas (open air bars).

Public spaces: the plaza, church, the Sunday market.

Marital case studiesa In the 20 marital case histories, we collected data from men and women (most of 2 newly married couples with first young child with no history of 

whom were married couples) on marital histories (including extramarital sexual migration/mobility and low economic status.

relationships). Over the course of 3 interviews, the men and women talked 1 newly married couple with first young child with no history of 

about childhood and family life, courtship norms and experiences, and migration/mobility and high economic status.

premarital, marital, and extramarital sexuality and provided detailed descriptive 1 newly married man with first young child with no history of 

information on the social organization of gender (particularly around the key migration/mobility and high economic status.

categories of labor, power, and emotion) within their marriages. These stories, 1 newly married woman with first young child with a history of 

together with the stories of 3 couples we became acquainted with through migration/mobility and low economic status.

participant observations, were the “outcome” data we sought to explain. 1 newly married man with first young child with a history of migration/mobility 

and high economic status.

1 couple with children who were not yet grandparents with no history of 

migration/mobility and low economic status.

1 couple with children who were not yet grandparents with no history of 

migration/mobility and high economic status.

1 woman with children who was not yet a grandparent with no history of 

migration/mobility and high economic status.

3 couples with children who were not yet grandparents with a history of 

migration/mobility and low economic status.

2 couples with children who were not yet grandparents with a history of 

migration/mobility and high economic status.

3 grandparents/couples with adult children with no history of 

migration/mobility and low economic status.

1 grandparent/woman with adult children with no history of migration/mobility 

and high economic status.

2 grandparents/couples with adult children with a history of migration/mobility 

and low economic status.

2 grandparents/couples with adult children with a history of migration/mobility 

and high economic status.

Key informant interviews 37 interviews with people with special, privileged knowledge of the reasons for and Interviewees were 2 priests, 3 health professionals, 2 lesbians, 15 adolescent 

consequences of men’s (and women’s) extramarital relationships, as well as girls, 6 feminine-appearing men who have sex with men, and 9 women with 

greater understanding of circumstances within which such relationships are local reputations for “sexual behavior.”

most likely to occur.

Archival research Analysis of current and historical popular media, review of regional demographic Analysis of current media contexts, including newspaper articles on gender,

data collected over the past 50 years, and collection of locally important sexuality, migration, and HIV; locally popular magazines and telenovelas; 

religious texts on marriage, sexuality, and the family; the goal was to analyze the and movies.

data on individual experiences within economic, social,

and cultural contexts.

aAs described in the Methods section, all 5 sites of this multisite project selected marital case study participants using a systematic ethnographic sampling approach in which the goal was to
purposively construct a sample that included diversity in terms of (1) the length of time couples had been married and where they were in the cycle of family reproduction, (2) their engagement
with labor migration, and (3) their relative economic position in comparison with other members of each specific fieldwork community.
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widespread, companionate marital ideal in
which intimacy, communication, and sexual
pleasure figure prominently as measures of a
successful relationship.23 This companionate
ideal frames women’s commitment to the ap-
pearance of fidelity and the denial of marital
HIV risk within the broader goal of building a
publicly successful relationship. However, the
focus on women in this earlier work has left
unanswered the questions of the extent to
which men share this commitment to marital
companionship and fidelity and, if they do,
whether that has any influence on their extra-
marital sexual behavior.

In the interviews and case studies conducted
in the spring of 2004, we found that young
men across social classes share with their wives
a marital ideal characterized by emotional inti-
macy, sexual pleasure, trust, and warmth,
whereas men of older generations focus more
on respect and fulfillment of gendered obliga-
tions. Emotional compatibility figured promi-
nently in young men’s responses both as a rea-
son to get married and as a characteristic of a
successful marriage. As in the similar genera-
tional shift observed previously with women,
the growing prominence of a companionate
marital ideal among men does not mean that
younger men love their wives more than their
fathers did. Rather, the shift is more in the way
that emotional intimacy, sexual pleasure, and
personal satisfaction have gained prominence
as goals in and of themselves as opposed to
being byproducts of a life well lived. 

Men’s feelings for their wives, although not
the sole determinants of their extramarital
sexual behavior, shape the cultural context of
marital HIV risk in complex ways.24 For
some, the love they have for their wives
means that they would not be able to face
them if they were unfaithful; for others, it
merely means greater discretion so that their
extramarital activities do not infringe on the
companionate intimacy they are building with
their wives. Ironically, this loving attention to
appearances may actually increase married
women’s risk of HIV infection.

REPUTATION AND PUBLIC SEXUAL
IDENTITIES

Sexuality researchers working in the area
of HIV/AIDS have used the axes of sexual

identity most salient in Euro-American 
culture—object choice (gender of the object of
one’s desire), emotion, and “transactionality”
(i.e., whether sexual intercourse is gay or
straight or for love or money)—as cultural uni-
versals; thus, even when object choice is not a
locally meaningful identity category (such as
was the initial intent of the “men who have
sex with men” category), identity still be-
comes insistently transposed into a category
that is ultimately about object choice. One of
our major findings was the importance of rep-
utation as a locally meaningful axis of sexual
identity.25 People in Degollado almost invari-
ably talked about their own or others’ social
and sexual identities by using reputational
categories. Men, for example, would refer to
themselves as serio (serious), calmado (calm),
or similar adjectives or as sinvergüenza (lack-
ing in shame) or descarados (boldfaced);
women would talk about themselves as
recogida (under control) or volada (out of
control).26

People invest in and draw from these sex-
ual identities in gendered ways. When men
resist the temptations of extramarital sex,
they often talk about preserving their local
reputations. One of our participants reported
that he had never gone beyond flirting with
the attractive young secretaries in his family
business: 

out of fear that someone would say “that guy is
really looking for sex”; it would drag me into a
really big problem—[someone would say] “hey,
your husband is coming on to me.” More than
anything, I avoid it so I don’t get burned. I defi-
nitely notice other women, but “pueblo chico,
chisme grande” [“small town, big gossip”].27

This concern with reputation was ex-
pressed by manual laborers as well as the
business owners for whom they worked and
members of the town’s professional class. 

Reputation is also considered a family char-
acteristic, so women worry when their daugh-
ters marry the sons of notorious adulterers. A
woman’s adultery constrains the marriageabil-
ity of her children and shows profound disre-
spect for her husband. Moreover, one young
man in our study attributed his recent slide
into alcoholism to the humiliation of having
the whole town know that his father had
discovered his mother in bed with her lover.
This young man’s peers agreed that trying to

drink himself to death was the best response
to his situation. 

Men have a particularly complex task in re-
gard to these sexual selves because they serve
2 contradictory functions: men build relation-
ships with other men by demonstrating an as-
sertive, competent, and sexually independent
masculinity, but they also demonstrate their
respect (and sometimes their love) for their
wives through carefully maintaining the ap-
pearance of fidelity. There is a type of built-in
symbolic tension for men in which succeed-
ing too well at either extreme inherently
means failing at the other.

During the course of our participant obser-
vations, we learned that a man does not pro-
voke censure for a drunken fling, but he does
for driving down the street in broad daylight
accompanied by a woman other than his wife.
As an example, mockery was heaped upon a
prominent local businessman whose wife
taped him having sex with his secretary in
Chicago and then parlayed the video into a
handsome divorce settlement in a US family
court. This ridicule, certainly tinged with envy
rooted in the man’s economic success, did not
center around his having had a lover (many
successful men do); rather, it involved his in-
ability to manage his affairs: he should have
known better than to bring his secretary into
his home.

The aphorism hay que saber donde y con
quien (“you have to know where and with
whom”) goes to the heart of the reputational
dimension of sexuality, and we organized the
following 2 sections accordingly. We exam-
ined how this overriding concern with repu-
tation as the central element of sexual iden-
tity was reflected in the study area’s local
sexual geography (the “where”) and then ex-
plored the ways in which the cultural con-
struction of risk intersects with reputation
and sexual geography to shape partner
choice (the “with whom”).

REPUTATION AND SEXUAL
GEOGRAPHY

Men and women in rural Mexico preserve
public face by navigating strategically through
2 parallel dimensions of the local sexual geog-
raphy. Public, heterosocial spaces such as the
central plaza and Sunday market form a sort
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of stage for the “performance” of men’s and
women’s respectability.28 In contrast, in the
semiprivate spaces in which men drink to-
gether, including cantinas, pool halls, table-
dance bars, and liquor stores, men engage in
a variety of sexual behaviors, secure in the
knowledge that the town’s gossip networks do
not extend back to their wives. Although not
exclusively male, these spaces are known as
places “where women do not go”—that is,
where “decent” women do not go29—and
when married men spend the evening visiting
a brothel or a table-dance bar, they rely on
the unspoken agreement that they will cover
for each other. 

One married man, remembering how his
girlfriend would meet him at a local cantina,
noted, “I would tell her to come meet me, but
no one saw us, only the people in the can-
tina.” (There are no parallel spaces in which
women can develop extramarital relationships
with the full knowledge of their female
friends.30) In contrast to these “unseen” meet-
ings in the cantina, another one of our partici-
pants, Roberto,31 talked about his shock at a
more public transgression:

When we were in the town of Huascato at a
restaurant, I saw an uncle—he’s very well
known here in town—come in with a friend of
his and 2 women, and you know perfectly
well, “There’s my uncle with a woman that is
not my aunt.” I was with my mother, as well as
my father, and without any shame [my uncle]
goes and sits there and was drinking and jok-
ing with the girls, and you say to yourself,
“How totally shameless, no?”

Rather than being a response to his uncle’s
apparent infidelity, Roberto’s shock derived
from the context, that is, the violation of the
rules of the local sexual giography which dic-
tates that men should not be seen in specific
public places with their lovers.

Men’s patterns of movement—and there-
fore their access to the sexual geography’s
risky spaces—differ quite sharply from
women’s. These gendered patterns of mobil-
ity reflect the gendered organization of
labor, which is related, in turn, to how these
very concerns about sexual reputation have
traditionally limited women’s physical mo-
bility. Men’s greater physical mobility result-
ing from their jobs—manifested locally
through their disproportionate access to
horses, bicycles, cars, and other means of

transport and internationally through their
participation in labor migration—simultane-
ously justifies their journeys out of town
and gives them money for extramarital sex
while they are away. 

The conceptual division of social space into
a female casa (house) and a male calle (street),
which is additional element of this sexual ge-
ography, is the cultural reflection of men’s his-
torically greater access to economic opportu-
nities; this access to disposable income
(whether men spend it on commercial sex or
on gifts for a girlfriend) combines with men’s
physical mobility to create gender differences
in opportunities for extramarital sex.32 This
culturally meaningful gendered physical land-
scape, intricately intertwined with economic
organization, is what we mean by extramari-
tal opportunity structures.

Interviews and everyday conversations
provided countless stories of men who took
advantage of this mobility to seek extramari-
tal sex, including a man who drove a high-
way delivery truck for his family’s business
and reportedly knew every brothel along
the way and a group of prominent business-
men from town who went together to Cuba
on what was widely known to be a sexual
tour. Another example is a US-based restau-
rateur who, during his long vacations in De-
gollado, took many trips to Guadalajara,
supposedly to stock up on decorative handi-
crafts for his restaurants; however, these
work-related responsibilities invariably pro-
vided cover for a trip to his favorite mas-
sage parlor.

International labor migration provides the
most extreme illustration of how the gen-
dered organization of labor intertwines with
these concerns about reputation. It has been
an overwhelmingly male practice because of
the gendered demand for labor in the United
States, gendered concerns about women’s
sexual respectability, and gendered demands
on men to support their families.33 Some cou-
ples do remain faithful over the course of
long separations—one informant, giggling,
recounted how a friend had told her about
having regular “phone sex” with her husband
during their migration-related separations—
but men’s long absences lower the reputa-
tional risk of infidelity by ensuring that it
occurs far away.34

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF
EXTRAMARITAL SEX

Our participant observations, key inform-
ant interviews, and marital case studies all
supported the fact that men quite commonly
engage in extramarital sex with partners rang-
ing from scarcely known women or men with
whom they have casual sex for money to
men who are friends and acquaintances and
the wives of neighbors35 (Table 2). We de-
scribe how local forms of kinship facilitate
men’s extramarital sex, how the importance
of sexual reputation leads many men to seek
socially safe sex rather than physically safe
sex, and how the affective qualities of a mar-
riage shape men’s risk behavior.

How the Social Organization of Marriage
Facilitates Men’s Extramarital Sex

One element of Mexican extramarital op-
portunity structures is the way in which the
gendered division of domestic labor and a 
domesticity-oriented measure of feminine
prestige facilitate men’s infidelities. A com-
mon explanation for infidelity given by men
is that “if she doesn’t give it to me at home,
I’ll get it in the street”; however, the gendered
reward structure and the immediacy of chil-
dren’s needs clearly push women to excel as
mothers rather than lovers. Through simulta-
neous marital and extramarital relationships,
a man can have 1 woman to raise his chil-
dren and provide him with hot food and
clean clothes and another (or several others)
to provide pleasure and diversion. 

Although women are increasingly employed
in the formal labor market after marriage—
most commonly in local commerce, as 
schoolteachers, or (more rarely) as professionals—
parenting is still the central means through
which women in rural Mexico gain social ad-
vancement and prestige and secure family re-
lationships. Despite falling fertility, the labor
of parenting has if anything intensified, and to
present a respectable social face women, par-
ticularly those with young children, invest an
inordinate amount of time in washing, iron-
ing, bathing, and grooming their children. The
frequency with which men spoke of feeling
neglected by their wives reflects tensions be-
tween the all-consuming maternal career and
emerging ideals of marital companionship.
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TABLE 2—Descriptions of Men’s Extramarital Encounters in Rural Mexico: 
Love, Marriage, and HIV Study; Jalisco; 2004

Type of Extramarital 
Encounter: Who and Where Description HIV-Prevention Practices

Commercial sex with women Most common type of men’s extramarital sex is brief paid encounters with women, part of a broader pattern Condom use, which is sporadic, is 

(cantinas, table-dance bars, of homosociality in venues that sell alcohol and in which the only women present are those of dubious negotiated between the man and 

massage parlors, brothels) sexual reputations. Men use these interludes (1) to build relationships with other men, (2) to find the woman regardless of the “house 

physical satisfaction and sexual variety, and (3) for the pleasure of a woman’s attention (sexual intercorse rules” regarding prophylaxis. Sex 

is part of a broader variety of entertainment services that include paying women to drink or to keep workers are perceived to carry a 

men company). Sometimes these encounters with commercial sex workers can develop into affective high risk for sexually transmitted 

relationships of some duration, but frequently men’s emotional focus in these situations is actually  infections, although this varies 

their relationships with their male companions. inversely with cost.

Commercial sex with men Whoever initiates pays. There is little relationship between direction of payment and sexual practices: Mutually negotiated and therefore 

(the street, pool halls, gay sometimes the masculine, insertive partner pays, sometimes the more feminine-appearing, sexually variable; can depend on perceived 

gathering spots in town and receptive partner pays, and sometimes the masculine partner seeks receptive anal intercourse despite intensity of encounter with men less

throughout the region) his more masculine self-presentation. Through these encounters, quite common although rarely likely to use a condom during an

discussed, married and single men in this strongly heteronormative context can express and satisfy their erotically charged encounter.

sexual desires for other men.

Casual sex with men who are No money is exchanged. Unknown.

acquaintances (cantinas,

other all-male spaces)

Long-term semipublic Married men develop a long-term relationship with a single woman. Men may have children with this “outside No perceived risk of HIV infection.

relationships with an wife,” and ideally they support her, sometimes through a weekly allowance, housing, gifts, travel, and even 

unmarried women (a type cars. It is essentially an unstable form of polygamy in which the unofficial wife receives some of the 

of informal polygamy; economic, sexual, and affective benefits of marriage without the security and respect conferred by a 

women’s homes, motels, publicly sanctified relationship. Men practice a very efficient social and emotional division of labor: the 

restaurants) official wife, to whom men refer as “the mother of my children,” provides respectability, raises a man’s 

children, provides him with domestic services, and receives the security of a public moral claim to his 

resources, whereas the “outside wife” provides pleasure, sexual variety, excitement, and companionship.

Long-term semipublic Infrequently men form long-term affective relationships with male lovers. In Degollado, for example, there were Unknown.

relationship between 2 men at least 2 well-known homosexual couples of long-standing duration; 1 relationship consisted of a

(cantinas, other male masculine-appearing (moustache, cowboy boots, and hat) married man and a very effeminate man, and 

spaces) the other couple consisted of 2 masculine-appearing men, both married.

Long-term highly secretive Occasionally married men or women form long-term sexual and affective relationships with other married No perceived risk of HIV infection.

relationship with a married people. The classic form of this, around which there are endless jokes and the occasional bit of salacious 

woman (motels) gossip, is an affair between a woman and her “compadre”; however, the risks of this sort of relationship 

are high. The clearest evidence that these relationships do take place is the not-infrequent occurrence of 

pregnancies among women whose husbands are migrants in the United States.

The importance of women’s sexual re-
spectability also contributes to men’s quest
for sexual variety outside of marriage.36 A
number of men noted that “if they wanted to
eat beans (i.e., something wholesome, basic,
and not particularly spicy), they could do it
at home.” Traditionally in Mexico, men have
feared that to stray too far from the mission-
ary position will insult their wives, and
women have feared that a willingness to
engage in more varied sexual play will risk

their status as a respectable woman of the
home as opposed to a shameless woman of
the street; this situation has led to men’s
reliance on women other than their wives
for sexual variety. 

As demonstrated by the tables laden with
thongs and lacy bras at the Sunday morning
market—as well as by the number of young
couples who reported viewing pornographic
videos together—sexual variety has gained
new respectability as part of the companionate

ideal, with a consequent expansion in even
a decent woman’s sexual repertoire.37

However, gendered ideals for women’s sex-
ual respectability continue to form the
backdrop for the extramarital pursuit of
sexual variety among men whose mar-
riages lack the confianza (trust) that would
facilitate such variety.

The very centrality of marriage as a form
of domestic organization also contributes to
the pervasiveness of men’s extramarital sex.
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Ideologically, marriage is increasingly posi-
tioned as a structure for intimacy and self-
realization; in actuality, however, many of the
couples in this study had remained married
despite the affective quality of their relation-
ship rather than because of it. The woman
whose husband quipped about preferring the
company of the family dog, for example, re-
sponded tersely though no less acidly to the
parallel question about how she felt about him
by saying “I hate him.” Nonetheless, their
marriage endured, as did many other equally
unhappy ones, sustained not by love but by
social convention, gendered economic oppor-
tunities, and gendered patterns of social repro-
duction; men and women may not necessarily
like each other, but they need each other. 

Men encapsulate the unshakable commit-
ment they feel to their wives in the phrase es
la madre de mis hijos (“she is the mother of
my children”). To abandon their children’s
mother for the pleasures of a lover would be
to demonstrate publicly that they allowed
emotion to get the better of them, that they
did not know “where and when.” Our inter-
views and participant observations provided
ample evidence of women who stay with
their husbands because of economic security
and the respectability conferred by being
under the moral protection of a man. More-
over, in spite of the emergence of the com-
panionate ideal, most women in these rural
areas of Mexico still do not feel that mutual
incompatibility justifies ending a marriage.38

Compulsory heterosexuality39 is another
path through which the kinship system, of
which marriage is a critical element, struc-
tures men’s engagement in extramarital sex.
Marriage is a required step in the journey to
being an adult, as well as a means through
which men ensure their biological and social
reproduction. Because in rural Mexico mar-
riage is a requirement and not a choice, com-
pulsory heterosexuality forces men who expe-
rience same-sex desires to marry and seek
extramarital pleasure rather than assuming a
public gay identity.40 As expressed by the
saying “cualquier agujero, aunque sea caballero”
(“any kind of hole, even if it’s a gentlemen’s”41),
shared laughingly by a key informant as part
of his explanation of why he never had trou-
ble finding partners to play the insertive role
in anal intercourse, the gender of a man’s 

extramarital partner is not necessarily a criti-
cal factor in his social identity. 

Gendered social organization and tradi-
tional sexual cultures in rural Mexico inter-
twine to produce, simultaneously, great stress
on compliance with gendered norms of self-
presentation along with a certain degree of
flexibility with regard to sexual object choice.
As Carrillo and others have described,42 and
as was supported by many conversations dur-
ing our participant observations and inter-
views with key informants, traditional Mexi-
can constructions of sexual and gender
identity divide men who have sex with men
into 2 categories: masculine-appearing activo
(literally “active” but figuratively “insertive”)
or feminine-appearing pasivo (literally “pas-
sive” but figuratively “receptive”). 

In Degollado, we became acquainted with
a number of feminine-appearing men who
had a great number of sexual partners locally,
many of them married men, some of whom
paid them, some of whom they paid, and oth-
ers with whom they had sexual intercourse in
a context of short-lived romantic affectivity.
We also observed masculine-appearing men
in pursuit of these feminine-appearing men
or, when drunk, in pursuit of each other. This
sexual intercourse between men represented
socially safe sex: a man could easily slip off to
the cantina bathroom for casual sex, cruise
the gay disco in neighboring La Piedad, or in-
vite a male sex worker strolling in the plaza
to take a late-night ride in his chrome-laden
pickup, secure in the knowledge that this was
a “low-risk” activity. Neither man would fall in
love (supposedly), neither could get pregnant,
and another man could certainly be trusted
not to tell one’s wife. 

Both masculine- and feminine-appearing
men who enjoy sex with other men almost
always marry, both for cover and for conve-
nience. Sometimes they do so with the full
knowledge of their partner; in other cases,
these men’s preferences come as a surprise to
their wives or remain unacknowledged. The
“with whom,” then, can easily be another
man, as long as men comply with the public
demands of respectable rural masculinity: hat,
boots, mustache, etc.

All of the men interviewed expressed con-
cerns about marital transmission of sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), which they saw

as a failure of men’s responsibility to protect
their families, expressed here as the inability
to control viral or bacterial incursions into
one’s domestic space. Esteban, for example,
continues to suffer from remorse about hav-
ing infected his wife with human papillomavi-
rus.43 Indeed, he was so aware of the possible
consequences of his infidelities that he talked
at length about his simultaneous desire for an
HIV test and his fear of what he might learn. 

Marital disease transmission violates the
central symbolic division of space in Mexi-
can society—between the safe, ordered
house and the dangerous, disordered street—
and thus forces a couple to acknowledge
those extramarital partnerships that reputa-
tional concerns dictate must not be dis-
cussed even within the privacy of the couple.
It is this open acknowledgment, even more
than the infidelity itself, that represents the
breach of social expectations. Consequently,
we saw in our participant observations how
couples collude in maintaining appearances
around men’s sexual behavior: women tell
men not to be unfaithful, or they tell them
that if they must be unfaithful, then do it in
a way that will not humiliate them; men
rotely deny their infidelities, regardless of
their actual behavior, as part of being a good
husband.

Social Safety and Physical Risk 
Given the importance of public sexual

selves, a major element shaping extramarital
sex is the ease with which it can be hidden.
Most of the men included in our marital case
studies talked about deliberately seeking out
women who did not pose a risk of emotional
or economic entanglement so that there
would be no leakage of this semiprivate
behavior onto the public stage of reputation.
A majority of rural Mexican men who engage
in extramarital sex take great care to practice
“safe sex,” not in terms of using a condom
but in terms of being discreet: for them, the
most visible risk is a contaminated reputation
rather than a viral infection. Commercial sex
is the central means through which men seek
socially safe sex.44 Their view is that, despite
the fact that commercial sex workers are peo-
ple’s daughters, wives, and mothers, their rep-
utation has already been ruined, and they can
have sex with these women without running
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the risk of incurring the moral debt produced
by having sex with a “nice girl.”

However, men overwhelmingly perceived
STI risks as limited to women who charge for
sex acts, and thus some did adopt a strategy
for physically “safe sex,” limiting extramarital
sex to women with whom they shared an af-
fective tie. One migrant laborer recounted
why he established a long-term connection
with a lone woman during each of his nearly
yearlong sojourns to the United States:

There are just things that freak you out. . . .
For me, it’s those diseases. Let’s say that
maybe you find someone attractive. As I was
telling you, I never did that [had a one-night
stand]. That is, if I was with someone, it was
from the time I got there [arrived in the United
States for his annual sojourn], but only with
one [woman], so that if I got something, like
gonorrhea or syphilis, well, I would know be-
cause I was healthy before. . . . With all the
girls I took up with, I always talked with them,
and we liked each other.

Love and HIV Risk 
Given the fact that all of the men expressed

a fear of STIs, why did only some report that
this fear actually shaped their behavior?
Love, we would argue, is the reason: men
who expressed affection for their wives and
who shared pleasurable companionship with
them were much more likely to engage in
extramarital sex with a commercial sex
worker than with a girlfriend, whereas men
with less emotionally and physically satisfy-
ing marriages were more likely to establish
a long-term affective relationship with an-
other woman. 

Ironically, men’s commitment to ideologies
of modern love may increase marital HIV
risk: men who love their wives protect their
feelings (although perhaps not their health) by
choosing commercial sex. Given the over-
whelming ways in which social, cultural, and
economic factors intertwine to shape men’s
access to extramarital sex, love alone is not
quite enough to ensure fidelity. It does, how-
ever, shape how men respond to these extra-
marital opportunity structures.

FIDELITY OPPORTUNITY
STRUCTURES

Not all men engaged in extramarital sex;
among those who did not, religion, social class,

and masculine ideologies were critical influ-
ences. Religion (in this context Catholicism)
promotes mutual fidelity through an emphasis
on the moral value of sexual continence out-
side of marriage, the argument that marital sex
is the only real form of physically, morally, and
socially safe sex and the idea that condoms are
unreliable (which we heard from several local
religious figures). Religion also shapes behavior
institutionally: the Christian Family Movement,
for example, not only teaches participants
about the value of physically and spiritually
satisfying marital sex but also provides an al-
ternative set of social spaces (such as potluck
dinners) through which movement members
can enjoy couple-oriented heterosociality.

Social class forms a key part of the terrain
that enables some men to avoid extramarital
sex. Extramarital sex was not confined to the
less educated and wealthy men in our sample,
but there were certainly more professional
and property-owning men who were faithful
to their wives.45 Extramarital sex functions,
among other things, as a strategy through
which men build relationships with other
men. Not surprisingly, men with greater so-
cial and economic resources were less in
need of whatever resources they might se-
cure through these masculine relationships,
and thus on the whole they were less likely
to engage in these infidelity-facilitating pat-
terns of homosociality. 

Moreover, middle-class and upper-middle-
class couples have access to material founda-
tions for conjugal heterosociality that provide
alternatives to cantinas and billiard halls.
Through our participant observations, we
gained insight into how the social fabric of
middle- and upper-class life facilitates fidelity:
larger houses, smaller families, and private
cars enable members of the middle and upper
classes to host gatherings of like-minded
friends and to partake of couple- and family-
type activities such as dining out on Sundays,
making trips to the movies or visits to a zoo,
or even taking an annual beach vacation. Elite
women also have servants on whom they rely
for laundry, ironing, cooking, housework, and
child care, thus facilitating the simultaneous
production of well-groomed children, well-
kept houses, and sexually satisfied husbands.

The third element that decreases men’s
risk is cultural rather than social: men who

do not engage in extramarital sex are more
likely to embrace a self-consciously modern
masculinity. Others have discussed how Mexi-
can ideals of manhood are subject to dissen-
sion and internal critique,46 and here we
would add that men who are faithful articu-
late an encompassing vision of themselves as
family men and the partners of their wives.
This is an assertion not just of an affective
and sexual companionship but of a partner-
ship based on a deep knowledge of one’s
partner’s true self. Rather than focusing on
presenting a deftly packaged public sexual
self to their wives, these men insist on a
seamlessness between their sexual reputation
and their inner self that precludes the possi-
bility of hidden sexual indiscretions.

Public health efforts to encourage such
family-oriented masculinity would be redun-
dant, in that this form of masculinity is al-
ready being promoted by marketing and the
media. Men who talk about fidelity as a cru-
cial element of their modern masculinity
might appear to be cultural innovators, but
they are simply availing themselves of locally
available discourses about modern masculin-
ity in constructing an alternative masculinity.
Even a cursory glance at the media environ-
ment in which people navigate suggests that
men in rural Mexico are surrounded by im-
ages of alternative masculinity: a glowing fa-
ther with his small child on the cover of
Padres (Parenting) magazine emphasizes the
intertwining of attentive fatherhood and suc-
cess in consumer society, as does the exten-
sive coverage of Father’s Day in the regional
newspaper.47 Although few men in Degollado
go to the extreme of changing diapers in their
performance of modern masculinity, this style
is clearly part of the local cultural lexicon,
and men may find it attractive as a strategy
for a type of symbolic social mobility when
more material routes are less accessible.48

IMPLICATIONS FOR PREVENTION 

The reputational dimension of sexual iden-
tity has implications both for HIV prevention
locally and for the framing of prevention pro-
grams more broadly. First, given the ways in
which men are expected to manage their ex-
tramarital sexuality, a man who infects his
wife is likely to be the subject of scorn. It
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might seem that a solution would be to frame
HIV prevention messages around men’s re-
sponsibility to protect their wives. Public si-
lence, however, has been a crucial strategy
through which men protect their wives from
the social risks of infidelity, and so creating
effective community-based dialogues about
marital HIV risk faces the formidable chal-
lenge of how to raise the issue, as it were,
without breaking the silence. 

Second, we must take social risk seriously,
remembering that the individuals we aim to
reach with our prevention programs do not
necessarily have maximization of their own in-
dividual health as their foremost goal. The in-
tersection of sexual geography and reputation
means that a husband’s love for his wife may
increase her risk by leading him to seek out
relatively higher risk partners. Love and a
shared desire to keep up appearances shape
both partners’ commitment to denying that
risk. Local constructions of sexual risk have
much more to do with reputation than disease;
at the moment, the social risk of sexual inter-
course feels much more real to people in De-
gollado than does the HIV risk (although this
perception may change as the epidemic takes
shape locally), and they behave accordingly.

Third, we should consider grounding 
community-based HIV prevention programs
in this notion of sexual geography. Just as the
first major anthropological critique of HIV re-
search called attention to risky acts, not risky
people, here we are saying that it is time to go
beyond an overly individualistic emphasis on
preventing risky acts and consider the utility
of working in risky spaces. The intersections
of socially shaped sexual geography and
culturally constructed notions of reputation
and risk form a set of local extramarital oppor-
tunity structures within which it becomes
possible to gain an understanding of the
processes that result in most men in this spe-
cific context being likely to engage in extra-
marital sex. Using the idea of sexual geogra-
phy would mean constructing contextually
specific maps of risky spaces and developing
spatially specific interventions to modify risks.

Fourth, the concept of externalities—a cost
of the production process for which neither
the consumer nor the producer pays—can
help us link our own patterns of consumption,
global reliance on migrant labor, and marital

HIV risk. Both this article and the others in
this issue from the same project49 highlight
labor migration as a critical element of extra-
marital opportunity structures; marital HIV
risk is an externality of the use of migrant
labor, just as surely as carbon dioxide is an
externality not yet accounted for by the low
cost of incandescent bulbs. The gold wedding
band made with ore extracted by Huli miners
increases Huli women’s HIV risk, just as the
burrito produced by Mexican migrant labor
in California and served by Mexican workers
in New York increases the risk for women in
rural Puebla or Michoacán. The borders that
separate those who benefit from these un-
measured costs and those who bear their
burden make it challenging to conceive of
how to ameliorate this situation, but con-
sumers should consider that the low prices
of goods produced through migrant labor
contribute to global health inequities.

Fifth and finally, we have highlighted the
structure of men’s extramarital sex, emphasiz-
ing the inadequacy of strategies that focus on
changing individual behaviors and promoting
marital fidelity. It may be possible to achieve
reductions in the number or frequency of
men’s extramarital partnerships; however,
given the complex and intertwined types of
support for such behavior, merely telling men
to decrease their extramarital sexual activities
is unlikely to be successful. 

Short of interventions that propose to reduce
men’s access to extramarital sex through a
major feminist transformation, we argue for tak-
ing a harm reduction approach to extramarital
sex through a major feminist transformation.
Regardless of what these extramarital passions
and peccadilloes might look like to us—whether
from a feminist or a Christian fundamentalist
standpoint—we suggest that they are a deeply
rooted aspect of social organization. As a conse-
quence, rather than funding interventions that
satisfy our own moral sensibilities, we should
consider structural interventions designed to re-
duce the likelihood that existing patterns of be-
havior will serve as the conduits through which
the HIV epidemic will continue to grow.
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