


Chapter Ten 

Lives Shattered by Tragedy and 
Rekindled with Hope 

Armchair philosophising i s an intoxicating pastime. We often ten d to 
argue ove r pas t tragedies , hoping t o draw lesson s from event s tha t 

have passed. Could the lives of more than 6  million Jews have been saved 
had the railway tracks that led to Auschwitz been bombed? Could the par-
tition of a strong south Asian nation have been prevented by timely coun-
selling of the headstrong leader? Could the Vietnam war have been short-
ened b y th e creatio n o f stron g lobbie s i n th e civi l societ y o f th e USA ? 
Could th e tw o million Cambodians wh o were slaughtered b y a mad dic-
tator have been saved by aiming to eliminate the political dictator Pol Pot 
and hi s party , th e Khme r Rouge ? I  hav e ofte n wondere d wh y thes e 
discussions are held afte r th e wors t i s over and solution s offered i n hind-
sight. Discussion s hel d afte r th e even t ca n onl y b e intellectua l debates . 
They canno t b e a n antidote . I n searc h o f a n answer , I  hav e ofte n 
pondered an d fel t tha t thes e kind s o f humanitarian tragedie s bring wit h 
them a  sense of responsibility an d an ensuing guilt for us all. 

The situation i s no different i n the case of HIV/AIDS. The epidemi c 
is constantly and repeatedly asking us just one question, 'Are you human?' 
We try to put up all our defences, snap out of our apathy, but the query is 
relentless. 'Are you human?' 'What verdic t wil l your descendants pass on 
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you i f you stand by silently while a generation of children i s reduced t o a 
biological underclass by this sexual holocaust?' In sheer tiredness and guilt 
we hav e bee n stirre d int o action . Perhap s thi s explain s th e upswel l o f 
interest afte r mor e than a  decade of relative apath y toward s the issu e of 
the HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

Propelled b y th e sam e compulsion , o n th e tent h da y o f th e firs t 
month o f th e ne w millennium , th e U N Securit y Counci l turne d it s 
powerful attentio n t o the epidemic . I t signalled a n internationa l recogni -
tion tha t th e problem of the AIDS epidemic could no longer be ignored . 
The Securit y Counci l ha d neve r befor e deal t wit h a  healt h issue . Th e 
issue of HIV/AIDS was proclaimed a s an issue of human security and no t 
just an issue of health alone . The Security Council was now signalling t o 
the national leader s and the heads of private corporations tha t the y must 
get thei r prioritie s right . Live s had bee n shattere d b y tragedies , but no w 
these lives needed to be rekindled with hope. 

I sat in the Security  Council listening to the statements being made. 
The Executive Director of the UN Joint and Co-sponsored Programme on 
HIV/AIDS, Dr . Pete r Piot , outline d th e enormit y an d urgenc y o f th e 
problem. Ambassado r Holbrooke , th e Permanen t Representativ e o f th e 
USA t o the UN, stated , 'In my view the first requiremen t i s to destigma-
tise the disease. All Americans wil l remember when Nancy Reagan held 
the AID S baby ; i t wa s a  majo r ste p toward s destigmatisation . Th e 
epidemic threaten s no t onl y huma n live s bu t als o th e entir e huma n 
community.' Vice President Al Gore declared that his participation in this 
unprecedented even t wa s du e t o hi s lon g trac k recor d o f arguin g tha t 
national securit y i n th e post-Col d Wa r worl d wen t muc h beyon d it s 
narrower definition . Th e Healt h Ministe r o f Zimbabw e questione d th e 
logic of the developed world in spending $600 billion on the millenniu m 
bug, a virtual virus , and only $150 million i n Africa o n th e HI V virus , a 
real viru s tha t wa s growin g exponentiall y an d shatterin g th e live s an d 
livelihoods of men, women and children. In the same august chamber, the 
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representatives o f developing countrie s wer e raising questions filled wit h 
anger and indignation , 'Wh y was treatment fo r HIV/AIDS concentrate d 
in the countrie s of the north , when th e patient s were i n the countries of 
the south? Was this not another form of ethnic cleansing? When and how 
would pharmaceutica l companie s tak e responsibilit y an d mak e drug s 
accessible and affordable t o those who needed the m the most? A fund fo r 
this kind of therapeutic solidarity needed to be created, suggested France . 
When woul d a  vaccine be developed, considerin g tha t th e internationa l 
donor communit y ha d allocate d $30 0 millio n a  yea r fo r thi s purpose ? 
Heated debates , arguments and counter arguments were put forth o n very 
pertinent issues . 

The chambe r o f th e Security  Counci l i n th e U N buildin g i n Ne w 
York is a chamber tha t fo r m e had alway s been voi d o f any rea l humani -
tarian feeling . It s membership, I  had felt , wa s politically orchestrated , it s 
discussions wer e politicall y manoeuvre d an d it s conclusions wer e politi -
cally biased. But on 1 0 January 2000, my impressions underwent a  sudden 
transformation. I  could see a new Security Council emerging in this era of 
HIV/AIDS. It is axiomatic that predictions of humanitarian tragedy rarely 
compel th e worl d t o mas s action . O n 1 0 January thi s axio m wa s bein g 
proved wrong . Th e chambe r o f th e Securit y Counci l ha d suddenl y 
become aliv e a s mere fact s an d figure s wer e transforme d int o a  cal l fo r 
action. Hope was once again being rekindled . 

For me the event had astronomical implications . Earlier, as an activis t 
and the n a s an employee of the United Nations , trying to champion th e 
cause of people livin g wit h HIV/AID S ha d alway s been a n uphil l drive . 
Lack of political commitmen t ha d alway s been th e bottlenec k t o sincer e 
efforts an d thei r sustainability . Thi s even t ha d finall y pu t th e issu e o f 
HIV/AIDS on the world's radar screen. 

My elation o n thi s day was, however, tarnished . I t was not absolute . 
Why? Because the entire debate remained blind to the gender dimensions 
of the epidemic . Excep t fo r th e 'readin g out ' o f some ver y basi c data o n 
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prevalence disaggregate d b y gender , ther e wa s no attentio n draw n t o th e 

unquestionable nee d t o pu t th e concern s o f women o n th e globa l agend a 

in a  worl d wher e th e epidemi c wa s no w empiricall y provin g t o affec t 

women mor e negativel y tha n men . Gende r inequalitie s wer e bein g exac -

erbated b y th e epidemi c an d i t wa s no w growin g an d takin g root s i n th e 

cracks an d crevice s o f thes e inequalities . Wha t wa s mos t disturbin g wa s 

that a  numbe r o f th e membe r state s presen t i n th e Securit y Counci l o n 

this momentous da y had als o been associate d no t to o long ago, in fact les s 

than a  yea r earlier , wit h a  resolutio n o n th e gir l chil d an d HIV/AIDS , 

passed an d endorse d b y 4 5 U N membe r states , a s a  resul t o f a n activ e 

intergovernmental process , a t th e forty-thir d sessio n o f th e Commissio n 

on th e Statu s o f Women, i n Marc h 1999 . 

In it s resolution 43/2 , dated Marc h 1999 , on 'Women , th e Gir l Chil d 

and th e Huma n Immunodeficienc y Virus/Acquire d Immunodeficienc y 

Syndrome', th e Commission o n th e Status of Women had noted th e grow -

ing proportio n o f wome n bein g infecte d wit h HI V i n ever y region , 

especially amon g th e younge r ag e groups . Th e Commissio n ha d aske d 

governments, relevan t U N agencies , fund s an d programmes , inter -

governmental an d non-governmenta l organisations , individuall y an d col -

lectively, t o mak e ever y effor t t o mak e combatin g HIV/AID S a  priorit y 

and t o implemen t effectiv e preventio n strategie s an d programmes . I t ha d 

called, i n particular , o n th e internationa l communit y t o intensif y it s 

support o f nationa l effort s agains t HIV/AIDS , particularl y i n favou r o f 

women an d girls . Th e intergovernmenta l bod y ha d invite d th e U N 

Secretary Genera l t o repor t t o th e Commission o n th e statu s of women i n 

its forty-fourt h session . Th e Commissio n ha d urge d governments , wit h 

the assistanc e o f th e relevan t U N agencies , fund s an d programmes , t o 

adopt a  long-ter m timel y an d coheren t AID S preventio n polic y wit h a 

public informatio n an d educatio n programm e specificall y tailore d t o th e 

needs o f women an d girl s within thei r socio-cultura l contexts , keepin g i n 

mind th e sensitivitie s an d specia l need s i n thei r lives . 
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Why the n wa s so little attentio n bein g paid t o the gende r dimension s 

of th e epidemi c a t th e U N Securit y Council ? Th e onu s o f blam e an d 

responsibility fall s o n us , a s we hav e perhap s underestimate d th e leve l o f 

advocacy neede d t o mak e thes e issue s central t o an y discourse . 

The resolutio n o f th e forty-thir d sessio n o f th e Commissio n o n th e 

Status o f Wome n an d th e discussio n i n th e Securit y Counci l o n th e 

HIV/AIDS epidemi c ha s create d a  normativ e environment . Thi s ca n 

enable affirmativ e actio n t o refocu s th e monitorin g o f th e epidemi c int o 

different groups , wit h attentio n t o th e implici t gende r biase s i n curren t 

surveillance procedures . Th e ne w focu s shoul d definitel y includ e th e 

younger ag e group s wit h a  systemati c gende r disaggregation . Th e lowe r 

average ag e o f infectio n amon g wome n a s compared t o me n make s thi s a 

priority. Similarly , a  close r integratio n o f th e monitorin g o f th e 

HIV/AIDS epidemi c with data collectio n o n materna l an d chil d mortalit y 

will highligh t area s wher e AIDS-relate d death s ar e currentl y bein g 

missed. Thi s i s because ther e i s a possibility tha t femal e death s cause d b y 

AIDS ar e marke d b y mortalit y associate d wit h othe r cause s o f materna l 

death, an d infan t mortalit y ma y g o similarly undetected , leadin g t o inac -

curate assumption s abou t HI V amon g mothers . A t presen t th e detectio n 

of the epidemi c i s biased. Me n livin g with HI V ar e detected mor e readil y 

than wome n are . Thi s i s becaus e wherea s sero-prevalenc e survey s reac h 

men i n th e genera l populatio n throug h sample s draw n fro m th e military , 

prisoners, etc. , suc h survey s fo r th e detectio n o f th e numbe r o f wome n 

living wit h HI V ar e conducte d onl y i n antenata l clinics . Thi s doe s no t 

take int o accoun t fertilit y difference s betwee n HIV-positiv e an d HIV -

negative women . I t als o ignore s th e realitie s tha t surroun d sexua l net -

working pattern s withi n th e framewor k o f a  gender-based constructio n o f 

sexuality, fo r exampl e th e assumptio n tha t housewive s ar e no t a t ris k o f 

contracting th e virus . 

The above-mentione d internationa l instrument s an d histori c event s 

have als o cleared th e groun d fo r a  gender sensitiv e re-examinatio n o f th e 
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legal an d ethica l environmen t surroundin g th e live s of people livin g wit h 

HIV/AIDS. Toda y ther e i s reason t o believ e tha t th e creativ e us e o f law , 

based o n a n appreciatio n o f comple x socia l values , ma y b e abl e t o brin g 

about change s s o tha t th e abus e o f huma n right s i s minimised , i f no t 

altogether eliminated . Th e la w can , therefore , pla y a n importan t rol e i n 

seeking t o chang e th e underlyin g value s an d pattern s o f socia l inter -

actions tha t creat e vulnerabilit y t o th e HIV/AID S epidemic . 

At th e ver y onset , w e nee d t o examin e wit h a  gender-sensitiv e len s 

the law s relating t o th e preventio n an d suppressio n o f sex work ; th e law s 

that reduc e women' s acces s t o productiv e assets , for example , th e law s o n 

inheritance, marriage , divorce and traditiona l sexua l practices; the policie s 

or law s regulatin g se x educatio n i n schools ; an d th e rule s relatin g t o th e 

professional an d ethica l orientatio n o f servic e providers . Th e process , w e 

are convinced, wil l not be an exercise i n futility. Wha t i s needed i s to mak e 

the discussio n a s broad-base d a s possible . I t wa s thi s kin d o f broad-base d 

dialogue tha t le d t o th e declaratio n o f rap e a s a  wa r crim e i n Vienn a i n 

1994. I t wa s such a n exercis e tha t le d t o th e Tha i governmen t proclama -

tion o f law s requirin g brothe l owner s t o insis t upo n condo m us e b y th e 

clients o f se x workers . Simila r successe s hav e bee n recorde d i n Australi a 

where se x wor k ha s bee n deregulate d o r i n th e Philippine s an d forme r 

Hong Kon g wher e a  conventio n o n HI V an d th e workplac e ha s bee n 

endorsed b y th e legislature . I n Sout h Africa , th e constitutiona l right s o f 

homosexuals hav e bee n upheld . Thi s has been possibl e becaus e th e voice s 

of men and women have been able to break out of the silence tha t has been 

enshrouding th e intriguin g are a o f sex and sexuality . 

And a s hop e i s rekindled , th e issu e o f bette r acces s t o curativ e an d 

palliative medicine s wil l need t o be confronted . Ver y recently th e leadin g 

US daily , The  New  York  Times,  carrie d th e headline , Tai n Relie f 

Underused fo r Poo r - Stud y Says' . The new s ite m highlighted ho w a  study 

conducted recentl y b y th e Internationa l Narcotic s Contro l Boar d 

revealed a  sever e shortag e o f morphin e an d othe r pai n killer s i n poo r 
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countries. The 1 0 largest consumer countries accounted for as much as 80 
per cen t o f th e analgesi c morphin e consumptio n o f th e world . W e wil l 
need to tilt thi s balance because 90 per cent of HIV infections ar e occur-
ring i n countrie s tha t ar e resource poo r an d consum e a  small fraction o f 
the world' s resources. People living with HIV/AIDS nee d t o live and die 
with dignit y throug h continue d acces s t o a t leas t th e basi c medicine s 
required to treat opportunistic infection s -  OR T packets, drying powders, 
bandages, pain killers etc. In addition cheap antibiotic s nee d t o be made 
available t o wome n an d me n t o trea t STD s suc h a s chlamydi a an d 
gonorrhoea whic h mak e the m mor e susceptibl e t o HIV/AIDS . Studie s 
suggest that treatin g such conditions with cheap antibiotics can cu t new 
HIV infection s b y as much as 40 per cent . 

I do not feel comfortable takin g the discussion t o a more compelling 
and aggressiv e advocacy of access to AZT, or to vagina l microbicide s or , 
for tha t matter , eve n t o th e rathe r costl y femal e condom . Fo r i f I  do, I 
would be moving onto an unreal though desirable plane. The cost of triple 
drug therap y amount s t o $500 per perso n pe r yea r even afte r th e recen t 
reductions negotiate d wit h th e dru g companies . Th e prospect s o f 
resources being available t o treat each case of HIV/AIDS pe r year in th e 
less advantaged par t of the globe i s dismal. 

Table 6 

Botswana 

Kenya 

Malawi 

Mozambique 

Namibia 

Rwanda 

Zambia 

Zimbabwe 

$14.27 

$13.43 

$8.94 

$2.40 

$8.00 

$27.63 

$8.07 

$9.32 

Source: Jeffrey Bartholet , Newsweek,  1 7 January 2000 
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As flickering flame s ar e rekindled, need s assessments of orphans an d care -

givers i n th e wors t affecte d countrie s ar e bein g undertaken . Emotiona l 

and practica l suppor t i s being promised t o thos e wh o come ou t wit h thei r 

HIV statu s an d a  spiri t o f socia l inclusio n i s being fostered . Effort s hav e 

begun t o empowe r wome n t o b e abl e t o negotiat e saf e se x wit h thei r 

partners. Adolescent s ar e bein g helpe d t o mak e informe d sexua l choices . 

Data collectio n processe s an d procedure s o n th e epidemi c ar e bein g 

revised. I n some o f the wors t affecte d countrie s AIDS i s being declared a s 

a nationa l disaster , backe d b y th e establishmen t o f Crisi s Managemen t 

Committees. The mandat e o f these committee s i s to crest th e epidemi c a t 

a lowe r leve l tha n projected . 

Some option s see m t o be closing . Believin g tha t HIV/AID S i s some-

one else' s problem i s no longer an option. Believing that HIV/AID S i s just 

another diseas e i s no longe r a n option . Th e onl y option s ar e acknowledg -

ing tha t HIV/AID S i s a  crim e agains t society ; acknowledgin g tha t th e 

orphans o f th e ne w generatio n hav e a  boundles s horizo n befor e them ; 

acknowledging tha t th e walls of sexual oppression need t o be scaled, i f not 

torn down ; acknowledgin g tha t th e wa y ahea d need s t o b e buil t o n 

expanded partnership s compatibl e wit h nationa l priorities , sensitiv e t o 

local contexts , drive n b y innovatio n an d abov e al l ethicall y unassailable . 

Only the n wil l w e be abl e t o translat e huma n traged y t o human hope . 
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