


Chapter Six 

'She Died with Dignity after 
Teaching us what Humanity is 
All About' 

he die d afte r passin g he r HI V t o he r husband / Thi s i s an often -
'Srepeated sentenc e i n Zimbabwe. The echoes can be heard i n homes 

in workplace s an d i n graveyards , a t time s shrill , a t time s i n a  hushe d 
whisper. The tone , though, i s always accusatory. 

The corollary t o this statement, i.e . 'He died after passin g HIV to his 
wife*, i s seldom heard, perhap s only i n lo w whispers i n support group s of 
women livin g wit h HIV/AIDS . I  assume d th e reaso n fo r thi s stat e o f 
affairs la y i n th e fac t tha t sinc e tim e immemoria l wome n hav e bee n 
blamed for th e spread of STDs. The literatur e o f the early 1990 s pointed 
towards thi s analysis . Amon g certai n group s i n Thailan d an d Uganda , 
STDs wer e know n a s women' s diseases . I n Swahili , th e wor d fo r STD s 
literally means 'disease of women'. Essays on HIV/AIDS written by Ugandan 
school childre n showe d ho w dee p th e prejudic e wa s rooted . I n thei r 
writings, a s earl y a s 1992-93 , 40 youngster s expresse d th e opinio n tha t 
women were mainly responsible for spreading HIV, while only three named 
men. Thes e view s wer e hel d b y girl s a s wel l a s boys , highlightin g th e 
tendency o f the Victims ' of prejudice t o accept it s assumption a s natural. 
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In particular , femal e se x workers ha d almos t universall y bee n charac -

terised a s Vectors ' o f th e disease , a  descriptio n tha t completel y ignore d 

the rol e playe d b y th e customer . I n th e USA , i n th e earl y stage s o f th e 

epidemic, man y me n diagnose d wit h HI V blame d thei r infectio n o n a 

female se x worker . Onl y whe n interviewe d a t lengt h di d the y admi t t o 

injecting drug s o r havin g se x wit h men . Th e hars h judgemen t extende d 

even t o wome n wh o wer e sic k an d dying . 'I f yo u hav e AIDS , th e societ y 

rejects you . Whe n yo u di e yo u wil l no t eve n b e misse d becaus e yo u hav e 

died o f a  shamefu l disease' , a  marrie d woma n i n Zair e tol d researchers . 

'They wil l not see that mayb e she remained faithfu l whil e her husband ha s 

strayed.' Give n th e statu s o f wome n i n mos t societies , AID S i s doubl y 

stigmatising fo r mos t women . 

Women in the forefront 
As I  rea d th e repor t o n th e community-base d researc h undertake n b y a 

team o f researcher s i n Zimbabw e th e sentenc e 'Sh e die d afte r passin g he r 

HIV t o he r husband ' stoo d ou t a s a disturbing paradox . Wh y i s the deat h 

of a woman bein g echoed s o much i n a  society wher e mor e me n ar e dyin g 

because o f HIV/AIDS ? Th e stud y carrie d ou t amongs t 41 2 respondent s 

recorded tha t 10 9 ha d los t thei r spouses . O f thes e 10 1 (92. 7 pe r cent ) 

were wome n compare d t o 8  (7. 3 pe r cent ) wh o wer e men . An d jus t fiv e 

pages further int o the repor t I  found a n answe r t o my query. Though mor e 

men were dying of the epidemic i n Zimbabwe, i t was the women who wer e 

at th e forefront . Th e caregiver s interviewe d durin g th e researc h note d 

that t o enabl e a  change o f attitude o f the community , a  number o f peopl e 

living wit h HIV/AID S wer e disclosin g thei r statu s -  a  majorit y o f thes e 

were women . Wome n accepte d thei r HI V statu s an d trie d t o ensur e tha t 

the communit y knew . Men , however , preferre d t o di e i n silence . Thi s 

courageous approac h manifeste d itsel f i n th e compositio n o f th e suppor t 

groups o f peopl e livin g wit h HIV/AIDS , wher e ther e wer e mor e wome n 

as compare d t o men . Wome n wer e i n th e forefron t everywhere . A  larg e 
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majority o f th e participant s i n income-generatin g project s fo r familie s 
affected b y HIV/AIDS were also women. 

Caring in the face of adversity 
The profile of community caregivers also gave the epidemic a female face . 
As hospital infrastructur e wa s proving to be inadequat e an d family insti -
tutions, both nuclea r and extended, were burning out with the burden of 
disease an d sickness , group s o f caregiver s fro m th e communit y wer e 
springing up to respond t o the needs of the hour . These caregive r groups 
were composed of the women of the community, young girls taken out of 
school t o look afte r patient s an d som e young boys too! With littl e o r no 
resources available from th e city council for the execution of their duties, 
these group s were improvisin g an d respondin g o n a  day-to-day basis . I n 
the absenc e o f gloves an d fac e masks , the y wer e makin g d o wit h empt y 
plastic sugar packets. With no linen or soap available from th e loca l gov-
ernment, the y wer e straining thei r ow n household budget s t o cop e wit h 
the demands of the disease. From morning till evening they were bathing, 
feeding, cheering the sick, doing their laundry, talking about death to the 
children, helping in writing wills, and all this with no monetary remuner -
ation whatsoever ! 

Wilson, living in the Insiza district of Zimbabwe, had been a charmer, 
a flirt.  Bu t the n AID S dulle d hi s sparkl e an d confine d hi m t o hi s bed . 
That was when Sibongile Ndlovu increased her visits to his home, coming 
every day with food an d carin g for hi s bed sores . 'The whol e ski n on hi s 
side was coming off' , sh e says 'and i t filled his hut with a smell of sickness' . 
She persuade d th e clini c t o give her medicin e an d sh e rubbe d th e oint -
ment o n hi s ra w bedsore s ever y da y fo r tw o month s unti l h e died . Fou r 
years hav e passed , bu t despit e tha t ordea l Ndlov u i s stil l carin g fo r 
patients. How many has she assisted? 'Forty-two', she says, checking a tat-
tered ledger with hand-written notes . How many have died? 'Sixteen. ' 

With littl e training in home-based care , these caregivers were in fact 
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working i n 'high-ris k environments' , wit h littl e t o protec t themselve s 

against infection . An d ye t whe n aske d wha t the y woul d prefer , give n a 

choice -  t o continu e carin g fo r th e perso n livin g wit h HIV/AID S i n th e 

homes o r t o pu t the m i n institution s -  th e caregiver s immediatel y 

responded tha t the y preferre d t o tak e car e o f the patien t i n his/he r home . 

This, the y said , wa s becaus e th e HIV/AID S patient s wer e no t receivin g 

enough car e i n th e hospitals . 

Dr. Lul u Muhe , headin g a  paediatri c sectio n o f a  hospita l i n Africa , 

provided a  stark description o f the conditions i n the hospitals . Working i n 

a ward ful l o f children livin g with HIV/AIDS , Dr . Muhe ha d hi s hands i n 

the air . 'Shortage of glove s an d disposabl e syringes ? W e don' t eve n hav e 

enough ne w razo r blades t o shav e th e head s o f children befor e settin g u p 

a drip . I  don't thin k peopl e hav e an y conceptio n o f th e condition s w e ar e 

working under . W e hav e t o perfor m lumba r puncture s an d bloo d trans -

fusions withou t gloves . An d t o to p th e shortage s ther e i s th e workload , 

which i s ever increasing . W e ge t tire d an d the n w e ge t careless. ' The lab -

oratories lack the necessary equipment, reagent s and skill s to make effectiv e 

diagnoses. Without prope r diagnosi s treatmen t become s difficult an d sick -

ness i s prolonged. Fo r instance , 'we often don' t kno w exactly wha t i s caus-

ing the patient' s diarrhoea' . The implication s o f this state of affairs fo r th e 

women caregiver s ar e enormous . I n persona l interviews , wome n hav e 

informed u s tha t i f the HIV/AID S patien t ha s diarrhoea , whic h i s a com -

mon symptom, they need 2 3 buckets of water per day to keep him/her clean . 

Time-use studies have shown tha t o n averag e a  woman require s 45 minute s 

to fetch tw o buckets of water i n th e rura l area s of Asia an d Africa . Despit e 

all thes e conditions , committe d caregivers , i n institution s o r ou t o f them , 

were doing al l the y coul d t o relieve sufferin g an d safeguar d huma n dignity . 

And a s I read th e report , m y eyes blurred. I  stood u p i n salutation an d 

began t o wonde r onc e agai n -  wha t i s i t tha t make s a  woman ? Courag e 

and steadfastness , compassio n an d love , innovation , perseveranc e -  th e 

list coul d g o on . 
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Will traditional structures revive? 
It wa s interestin g t o not e fro m th e repor t tha t ther e ar e a  numbe r o f 

traditional suppor t structure s tha t ar e no w bein g revive d t o help commu -

nities cop e wit h th e epidemic . Th e 'Zu n d e Ramambo/Isiphal a Senkosi ' 

was cited a s one o f the practice s which had die d ou t bu t wa s being revive d 

in som e areas . According t o thi s practice , th e chie f o f a  village o r a  trib e 

donated a  piece o f land fo r communa l use . Villagers too k turn s t o work o n 

that piec e o f land . Th e produc e wa s distribute d t o th e destitut e an d th e 

needy o f the village . This practice , which ha d die d wit h colonisatio n an d 

the introductio n o f socia l welfare , wa s no w bein g revive d i n som e 

provinces o f Zimbabw e suc h a s Chirumang u an d Tshelanyemba . Th e 

threads of revival of such a  valuable practic e are , however, stil l quite weak . 

A prerequisit e t o the successful implementatio n o f this practice i s a healthy 

work force, abl e to produce for th e sick , the elderly and th e orphaned. Bu t 

the wor k forc e i s in fac t bein g depleted . A s a n indicativ e windo w o n th e 

situation i n Zimbabwe , th e respondent s offere d a  disma l picture . 'Mor e 

husbands ru n awa y from thei r home s i n orde r t o avoi d th e burde n o f car e 

giving to the family . Mal e spouses are known t o come back when th e part -

ner i s showing sign s o f recovery . O n th e othe r hand , i f he fall s sic k whe n 

he i s away, he come s bac k fo r car e t o hi s wif e an d remain s ther e unti l h e 

dies.' 

This situatio n wa s creatin g a  'negativ e incom e shock' , a s th e 

researchers pu t it , i n th e Zimbabwea n community . Negativ e incom e 

shock indicate d suc h lo w level s o f incom e reache d b y a  househol d i n a 

short spa n o f time tha t the y wer e lef t i n a  state o f shock an d helplessness . 

Of th e 26 8 respondents wh o wer e experiencin g thi s shock , 20 8 (77. 6 pe r 

cent) wer e women . Th e majo r cause s o f th e incom e shoc k wer e cite d a s 

HIV-related illnes s by 2 8 per cen t o f the respondents , deat h i n th e famil y 

by 2 3 pe r cen t an d inflatio n b y 2 0 pe r cen t o r th e respondents . Othe r 

causes o f thi s incom e shock , quote d b y a  smal l percentag e o f th e stud y 

participants, include d unemploymen t an d incom e los s throug h car e 
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giving. I f this wa s happening a t th e leve l o f th e household , th e challeng e 

that wa s arising was how coul d thi s b e reduce d o r alleviate d b y th e intro -

duction o f suitabl e measure s a t th e macroeconomi c level . I n Zimbabw e 

the pictur e a t th e macr o leve l wa s also very blea k an d dismal . Th e pligh t 

of th e household s wa s i n fac t a  reflectio n o f th e situatio n a t th e macr o 

level. 

Zimbabwe i s on e o f th e souther n Africa n countrie s tha t i s severel y 

affected b y th e HIV/AID S epidemic , wit h a  nationa l adul t prevalenc e 

rate o f 2 5 per cent . Th e epidemi c ha s alread y reverse d har d wo n nationa l 

health gain s and continue s t o threaten th e ke y development indicator s o f 

per capit a income , lif e expectanc y an d literacy . Zimbabwe' s econom y 

today record s a  lo w economi c growt h rat e o f 2  pe r cent , a  hig h double -

digit inflatio n o f 5 0 pe r cen t an d lo w capita l acces s wit h interes t rate s a s 

high a s 45 per cent . A  hig h unemploymen t rat e of 40 per cent i s therefor e 

a natura l consequence . Wit h 25 0 peopl e dyin g ever y da y du e t o HIV / 

AIDS, lif e expectanc y i s hitting a  low . Withou t HIV/AIDS , th e averag e 

life expectanc y i n Afric a i n th e yea r 200 0 woul d hav e bee n 6 2 years . 

Instead i t has fallen t o 4 7 years . The combinatio n o f a  deteriorating eco -

nomic base and th e onslaught o f the AIDS epidemic has promoted a  sharp 

increase i n chroni c poverty , tha t i s increasingly becomin g feminised . 

Zimbabwe offer s usefu l insight s fo r countrie s o n th e threshol d o f th e 

AIDS epidemic . Ever y indicato r o f developmen t i n thi s sub-Sahara n 

nation i s entangle d wit h th e mutatin g virus . Th e gri p o f th e viru s i s 

pulling i t back , awa y fro m progress , awa y fro m development , awa y fro m 

prosperity. B y the year 2010 life expectancy i n Zimbabwe wil l be les s by 2 5 

years. The chil d mortalit y rat e wil l hav e bee n pushe d u p b y 15 0 per cent . 

And i n spit e o f thes e pull s an d entanglements , th e countr y ha s mad e 

progress i n reducin g povert y an d i n achievin g a  Huma n Povert y Inde x 

(HPI) valu e of 25 per cent. The HP I provides an aggregate human measur e 

of the prevalenc e o f poverty i n a  community. Th e HP I draw s attention t o 

deprivation i n thre e essentia l element s o f huma n life , namel y longevity , 
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knowledge and a  decent standard of living. The HPI also reveals depriva-
tion tha t would be masked i f poverty was measured only by income. The 
scales an d indice s o f th e UND P Huma n Developmen t Repor t o f 199 9 
clearly sho w how , amids t suc h dir e threat s t o development , th e 
Zimbabweans ar e moving up in the human poverty index . This indicate s 
that i n spite o f very littl e capita l availabilit y b y way of incomes , and 5 0 
per cent o f the population bein g income poor , i n viewing poverty from a 
broader perspective of longevity, knowledge and a decent standard of liv-
ing only 25 per cent of the Zimbabweans are poor. 

In the light of the epidemic these rather redeeming statistics, brought 
out i n the Human Developmen t Report , have been made possible by the 
work o f th e caregivers , th e wome n o f Zimbabwe , wh o mov e lik e th e 
angels o f care , th e apparition s o f strengt h wh o ar e i n fac t th e shoc k 
absorbers. I n Zimbabwe , therefore , th e sentenc e 'Sh e die d afte r passin g 
her HIV to her husband', will no longer be meaningful. Folklor e will have 
it that 'she died with dignity after teachin g us what humanity i s all about'. 
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