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Loose talk about Aids causes more deaths

Aids was a topic this week on SAfim’s morning talk
show, hosted by Tim Modise. Donald G McNeil Jnr
responds to some of the issues raised

DEAR TIM MODISE,

am the New York Times reporter who

wrote the stary about chimpanzees that

are the source of the Alds virus being

shot for the pot In central Africa that
was on the cover of the Mail & Guardian
thres weeks ago.

I"ve also written parts of a serjous, un
sensational New York Times series about
Alds in Africa, its effects on economies,
the huge numbers of orphans it's created
the way the lood of deaths has changed
the culture of funerals, thed mas faced
by medical researchers working on an im
poverished continent, and so on.

[ tried to call your show on Monday be-
cause | was bothered by what was being
said over the air Now | am writing largely
to beg you — not only as a fellow journal-
ist, a fellow le soul and as
who, belleve it or not, despite being an
American, cares deeply about the future of
your terrific country — to beg you not to in-
vite on to your show a lot of American Aids
nuts spreading dangerous disinformation.

If 1 spoke on your show, it would mean
nothing — as soon as my accent was heard,
many black South Africans would instine.
tively distrust me because ['m white, many
white ones would instinctively dislike me
because I'm another arrogant American,
My feelings aren't hurt — as a general rule,

or It can’t affect black people, to justify not
using condoms, to swallow quack cures,
and the like.

The US and its news medi ve been
dealing v the Aids epidemic for nearly
20 years now. For the most part, responsible
newspapers, television networks and mag
azines in the US have realisad these nuts for
whal they are and [gnore them. They don't
ket invited on to talk shows, they don't get
quoted in the paper, and so forth, (The In
ternet is full of them, of course.)

Thay are just dying of frustration and
desperate to find new forums for their
Idieas — and South Africa would be the per
fect place, It's got the fastest-growing Aids
epidemic in the world, its people are
scared, and many of its journalists are rel
atively gullible because they've dealt seri
ously with the epidemic for less than u year
and the history of accurate information
about Alds is short.

When [ listened to your show on Mon:
day, | was horrified at much of what was
said —and then you said you wanted to in-
vite on some American university profes-
sor who preaches that Aids doesn’t exist.
Tdidn't recognise the name, but it doesn’t
matter: you can always find someone to
preach this stuff.

Look, there's a tendency to believe that
just because someons has a degree from a
prestigious American university like Har
vard or Berkeley, he's not a nut. That's not

those are probably sensible prejudices. But
vour're different — because you're a baliev-
able guy, you have a higher moral responsi-
biility to get accurate news about Aids out

South Africa already has huge amounis
of misinformation about Aids Nowing
around. There's bad information in drunken
shebeen chat, bad information coming from
somne sangomas, and sometimes even bad
information coming out of the Department
of Health, If you start putting nuts on your
show who say Aids doesn't exist, who say
HIV isn't the cause of Aids, or AZT is pure
Iy evil stuff, or Virodene is a miracle cure,
or Aids is germ warfare against blacks
dreamed up in a United States army lab, you
will be doing the South African people a
tremendous disservice

rily the case. In most cases, it's an
indicator that they're talented in their
field, but it's no guarantee. [ graduated
from Berkeley in the 1970s, and the place
wias chock-full of nuts — not on Alds, of
course, because the disease wasn't known
then. My brother-in-law is a professor there
now; I used to teach jowrnalism at Colum
bia. | don't think either of us are cranks,
but believe me, we know a few,

Every epidemic has crazy myths around
it. There was a time, six centuries ago, that
people helieved disease was caused by
bathing. Two centuries ago, reasonable peo-
ple believed malaria was caused by swamp
gas. They had figured out that people who
lived near swamps got it — they just hadn't
figured out the mosquito connectd

Many lives wasted: A mysterious disease in Africa called ‘slim’ turned out to be Aids, PHOTOGRAPH: WIKE GOLDWATER

1 you go there, you will see they are al
ready dying. Bodies in the morgues are
stacked 10 deep on shelves meant for three.
The main cemeteries in Harare and Lusa-
ka are full up, and new ones are being
apened. ['ve seen this too with my own eyes
— healthy young men lying in coffins,
wasted away to skeleton:

Many South Africans still don’t believe
in Aids because they haven'l seen enough
bodies yet. But they will. It's going to
change this country in w no one is ahle
to predict.

The woman who said that the disease

flu, and yer we don’t have any trouble be-
Heving in colds and fhu. If you Inject some-
one with flu virus, he gets fu; if you inject
someone with HIV, he gets Aids.

And it's also true that Aids tests don't
actually test for HIV. They test for anti-
bodies to it. Most medical tests do that.
Viruses are tiny and elusive; antibodies
have the helpful habit of seeking out and
clumping on to things that activate them,
which makes them into large blobs that
are easier to detect. The virus exists, Peo-
ple who don't have it ih thelr blood don't
get Alds When they ool it in their blood,

Yes, Africans who are dying of Aids are
often sick with a lot of other things. That
makes it that much sadder — it's one of
the reasons Africans often die faster than
Americans who can afford powerful an-
tibioties, stronger anti-tuberculosis mea-
sures, drugs that kill worms and amoebas
and other things that live in dirty drink-
ing water: But just because you have oth-
er diseases doesn't mean you don't haye
Alds, Alds itself Isn't o disease — it's asyn-
drome that weakens you so that other dis-
eases kill you.

One of the reasons doctors realised in

Essentially, they were anti-gay and this
was the "God's revenge on queers” argo-
ment in scientific drag. They were fre-
quently on the radio and TV making their
case. Then, when it turned out that there
were hundreds of thousands of Aids cas-
es in Africa, they had to scrambie to make
their silly theory fit a new set of facts. This
wasn't easy — I can't name a single coun-
try in Africa where the rural population
spends most of its nights in discos, snorts
Rush and cocaine and holds wild anal sex
orgies. Can you?

Even National Geograohic stavs awav

ed in carefully measured doses so they don't
kill all the cells. Unfortunately, they also kill
other fast-growing cells — your hair cells,
your new hlood cells.

It's not the cancer that makes a
chemotherapy patient's hair fall out— you
can die from lung cancer with a nice thick
head of hair. It's the poisonous chemother-
apy. If the chemo works, the patient lives,
the cancer is killed, and the hair eventu-
ally grows back.

AZT is poisonous, but it works against
HIV. All the other anti-Alds drugs — DDI,
ITC, Crixavan, and so forth — are poiso-
nous too. That's not a reason not to use

i-ft's a reason to be careful with doses.

deputy minister of health who ap-

N YOUr programnume was more right

thap most of your callers, thank God. But

she was wrong about a couple of things.
For example:

® There is not a lot of vagueness about
the causes of Alds. Not among legitimate
scientists and doctors, anyway, It's a mu-
tation of a virus that has existed in mon-
keys and apes, probably for decades, if not
centuries. It is not a disease in itself: it at-
tacks the T-cells, which are the triggers for
the immune system — white blood cells,
antibodies and such, When the immune
system fails to function, any disease can
overwhelm It: that {s the “immune defi-
ciency syndrome”.

The virus jumped from apes and mon-
keys into humans in the jungles of Cen-
tral Africa, probably several times. It has
been spreading in Central Africa since the
19508, but very slowly in the first decades
because there wasn't a lot of population
mobility and not a lot of doctors.

Somehow, it got out — probably via Kin-
shasa or another Central African capital,
Maybe with the many Haitians working as
bureaucrats in Mobutu Sese Seko's gov-
ernment, maybe with Cuban soldiers in
Angola, maybe even with American Peace
Corps volunteers — no one knows,

It wasn't diagnosed until the early 1980s
because somehow it got into a very differ-
ent population: white American homosex-
uals. Those gay men were, by their own ad-
mission, extremely promiscuous. The
minute tissue-tearing involved in anal sex
increases the chances of sperm-to-blood con-
tact. They were also well-educated, politi-
cally active and served very well by doctors.

When they started to die in alarming
numbers of a disease no one could identify,
thev missd an enormons mickns Millione




Aids in Africa, its effects on economies,
the huge numbers of orphans it's created,
the way the flood of deaths has changed
the culture of funerals, the dilemimias faced
by medical researchers working on an lm-
poverished continent, and so on.

1 tried to call your show on Monday be-
cause | was bothered by what was being
said over the alr Now [ am writing largely
to beg you — not only as a fellow journal-
ist, a fellow sensible soul and as someone
who, belleve it or not, despite being an
American, cares deeply about the future of
your terrific country — to beg you not to in-
wite an to your show a lot of American Alds
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They are just dving of frustration and
desperate to find new forums for their
ideas — and South Africa would be the per
fict place. It's got the fastest-growing Alds
epidemic in the world, its people are
scared, and many of its journalists are rel-
atively gullible because they've dealt seri-
ously with the epidemic for less than a year
and the history of accurate information
about Alds is short.

Whaen [ listened to your show on Mon-
day, I was horrified at much of what was
sajd —and then you said you wanted to in-
vite on some American university profis-

mation

sor who p hes that Aids doesn’t exist.

i danger
If 1 spoke on vour show, it would mean
nothing — as soon as my accent was heard,
many black South Africans would instine-
tively distrust me because I'm white, many
white ones would instinctively dislike me
because I'm another arrogant American.

1didn't recognise the name, but it doesn't
matter: you can always find someone to
preach this stuffl.

Look, there's a tendency to believe that
Just because someone has a degree from a

. prestigious American university like Har-

vard or Berkeley, he's not a nut. That's not

My feelings aren't hurt — as a general rule,
= babl

prejudices. But
you're different — because you're a believ-
able guy, you have a higher moral responsi-
bility to get accurate news about Aids out.

South Africa already has huge amounts
of misinformation about Aids flowing
around. There's bad information in drunken
shebeen chat, bad information coming from
some sangomas, and sometimes even bad
information coming out of the Department
of Health. If you start putting muts on your
show who say Aids doesn't exist, who say
HIV isn't the cause of Aids, or AZT is pure-
Iy evil stuff, or Virodene is a miracle cure,
or Aids is germ warfare against blacks
dreamed up in a United States army lab, you
will be doing the South African people a
tremendous disservice.

You wouldn't invite a sangoma or a
rapist on to your show to propagate the de-
structive myth that sex with a five-year-old
virgin cures Afds — you would quite right-
Iy be accused of endorsing child rape.

If this were only bad information about
South African politics or US/ Africa policy
or something like that, I woulidn't care. The
waorld is full of stupid people saying stupid
things; that's why there are barber shops and
bars — they need somewhere o let off steam.
To some extent, that's why there is talk ra-
dio. But this is different: misinformation in
this case kills people. And it doesn't just kill
grown-up men who ought to know better but
are stubborm. [t kills babies before they reach
three years old; it kills teenage girls who
never get a chance to learn how to protect
themselves; it kills teenage boys the same
way; it kills faithful wives; it kills rape
victims; it snatches mothers away from
thelir children. It is well on its way to killing
one-quarter of the black population of
South Africa.

There is a whole circle of quasi-
scientific nuts in the US who make it their
business to “debunk myths about Alds™.
Some are connected with universities;
maost aren't. In doing so, they are spread-
ing many dangerous rumors, They're con-
vincing people to think the disease doesn't
exist, to believe it can't affect white people,

ily the case. In most cases, it's an
indicator that they're talented in their
feld, but it's no guarantee. [ graduated
from Berkeley in the 1970s, and the place
was chock-full of nuts — not on Aids, of
coltrse, because the disease wasn't known
then. My brother-in-law is a profiessor there
now; Tused to teach journalism at Colum-
bia. I don't think either of us are cranks,
but believe me, we know a few.

Every epidemic has crazy myths around
it There was a time, six centuries ago, that
people believed disease was caused by
hathing. Two centuries ago, reasonable peo-
ple believed malaria was caused by swamp
gas. They had figured out that people who
lived near swamps got it — they just hadn’t
figured out the mosquito connection.

What alarmed me about your show was
that everyone on it had some grain of truth

in what they said — it was just warped by
r or prejudice into something ter
ribly wrong.

The woman who said that Aids was go-
ing to mean a refurn of white government
to this country wasn't entirely crazy It
won't, of course, But if one-quarter of the
black population of this country is dead
in 10 years — and that's what South Africa
is headed for — there are going to be sub-
stantial changes in voting patterns, There
will still be far more black voters than
white ones, enough to keep the African Na-
tional Congress in power if other things
remain the same. (In fact, since UNAlds
says the infection rates are highest in rur-
al KwaZulu-Natal, as high as 30% in some
places, the party hit hardest is going to be
vou-know-who.) This is something that
South Africans have to face up to.

One-quarter of the populations of Zam
bia and Zimbabwe are already | 1

Many lives it

1f you go there, you will see they are al-
ready dying. Bodies in the morgues are
stacked 10 deep on shelves meant for three,
The maln cemeteries in Harare and Lusa-
ka are full up, and new ones are being
openad. ['ve seen this too with my own eyes
— healthy young men lying in coffins,
wasted away to skeletons.

Many South Africans still don’t believe
in Alds because they haven't seen enough
bodies yet. But they will. [t's going to
change this country in ways no one is able
to predict.

The woman who said that the disease
is due to black promisculty s partially just
an old-fashioned racist nut and partially
right. Promiscuity is a problem — Aids is
spread by male-female sex. [t's also spread

flu, and yet we don't have any trouble be-
lieving in colds and flu. If you inject some-
one with flu virus, he gets flu; if you inject
someone with HIV, he gets Aids.

And it's also true that Ajds tests don't
actually test for HIV. They test for anti-
bodies to it. Most medical tests do that.
Viruses are tiny and elusive; antibodies
have the helpful habit of seeking out and
clumping on to things that activate them,
which makes them into large blobs that
are easier to detect. The virus exists. Peo-
ple who don't have it in their blood don't
get Aids. When they get it in their blood,
sooner or later; they get Aids. That's that.

The woman who called to say that AZT
shouldn’t be given to pregnant women be-
cause Africa will be full of

by homosexual sex, by blood tr
and by sharing bloody needles, but these
aren't important factors in Africa. She took
the Aids rate among Africans and turned
it into a racist screed about promisculty
This is not a helpful twist — promiscuity
crosses racial lines rather nicely

There are other factors — many black
men and women who don't see doctors, for
whatever reason, have untreated venereal
disease — those sores are literally tunnels
that let the virus get through the skin of
the penis or vagina,

Generally, a condom will protect against
these dangers. Condoms are controversial,
though it is relatively hard to see why, Seat-
belts in cars, lifejackets in boats, even guns
in the home are all openly discussed as “life-
saving devices” without people getting gig-
glx ishorr about them.

There's no cure, and the treatment that
slows Aids down but doesn't kill it costs
$15000 a year: With enough pressure on the
international drug companies, it will no
doubt get cheaper, but it's not going to
come down to $6 a year, which is the per
capita health budget in those countries.
Those people are going to die.

‘The woman who said that no one’s ever
proved that HIV causes Aids is technically
correct, but arrives at a foolish conclusion.
Viruses are minuscule, even smaller than
bacteria, and you can't photograph them
at work inside the body.

Nobody's ever “proved” that the cold
virus causes colds or the flu virus causes

orphans was just
ghoulish., When a white
woman dies in a car accident,
do you normally go to her
house and put her children to
death? Alds-infected bables
aren't stillborn. They live for
three to five years before they
die painfully, I'm a relatively
hardened person; it's a pro-
fessional hazard. But I you want your
heart torn out, go stop by the nursery at
the Cotlands Baby Sanctuary and let these
perfectly normal-looking toddlers hug your
legs or beg to be picked up. Then walk out
knowing they will all be dead in a year or
two,

The really dangerous person is the one
who Insisted that Aids doesn’t exist in
Africa, that there are just lots af people
who suffer from malaria, parasites, fevers,
tuberculosis and other di that weak-

diseases

in Africa called ‘slim’ turned out to be Aids.

Just because
you have other

doesn’t mean
you don't have
Aids. Aids itself
isn’t a disease

Yes, Africans who are dying of Alds are
often sick with a lot of other things. That
makes it that much sadder — it's one of
the reasons Africans often die faster than
Americans who can afford powerful an-
tibiotics, stronger anti-tuberculosis mea-
sures, drugs that kill worms and amoebas
and other things that live in dirty drink-
ing water: But just because you have oth-
er diseases doesn’t mean you don't have
Alds. Alds itself isn't adisease — it's a syn-
drome that weakens you so that other dis-
eases kill you,

One of the reasons doctors realised in
the early 1980s that Alds existed in Africa
was that wealthy Zalreans were flying to
clinics in Belgium and France and then dy-
ing from diseases that no one
ever saw except in white homo-
sexuals in San Francisco and
New York, half a world away:
diseases like Kaposi's sarcoma
(the so-called “gay cancer”),

ystis carinii
nia and cytomegalovirus,
which eats away the brain.
These are diseases you get in
late stages of Aids if you
haven't died of TB or malaria first.

When large numbers of people in Ugan-
da began dying of a mysterious disease
called “slim™ in the mid-1960s, doctors flew
in from Europe and the US with the newly-
invented test kits for HIV-1. The number of
people with “slim” who were HIV-positive?
Virtually 100% . They had Aids.

Let me explain: In the early days of Alds
in the US, right after the HIV virus was
discovered, there was a clique of quasi-

acad nuts who insisted that the virus

en the immune system. Besides being
ridiculous, this idea is racist. [t presumes
that there's no health department any-
where in Africa clever enough to test peo-
ple’s blood and figure out what diseases
are in it.

wasn't the canse, One was a Berkeley pro-
fessor, though his degree wasn't medical.
They argued that Aids was caused by the
“gay lifestyle” — poppers, amphetamines,
all-night dancing and infections picked up
from anal sex with multiple partners,

Essentially, they were antl-gay and this
was the “God's revenge on queers” argu-
ment in scientific drag. They were fre-
quently on the radio and TV making their
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For example:

® There is not a lot of vagueness abou
the causes of Aids. Not among legitimat
scientists and doctors, anyway: It's a mu
tation of a virus that has existed in morp
keys and apes, probably for decades, if no
centuries. It is not a disease in itself: it af
tacks the T-cells, which are the triggers fo
the immune system — white blood cells
antibodies and such. When the immun:
system fails to function, any disease ca
overwhelm it: that is the “immune defi
clency syndromse”,

The virus jumped from apes and mon
keys into humans in the jungles of Cen
tral Africa, probably several times. It ha
been spreading in Central Africa since th
19505, but very slowly in the first decade:
because there wasn't a lot of populatio
mobility and not a lot of doctors.

Somehow, it got out — probably via Kin
shasa or another Central African capital
Maybe with the many Haitians working as
bureaucrats in Mobutn Sese Seko’s gov
ernment, maybe with Cuban soldiers ir
Angola, maybe even with American Peace
Corps volunteers — no one knows.

It wasn't diagnosed until the early 1960¢

case. Then, when it turned out that there
were hundreds of thousands of Aids cas-
es in Africa, they had to scramble to make
their silly theary fit a new set of facts. This
wasn't easy — | can't name a single coun-
try in Africa where the rural population
spends most of its nights in discos, snorts
Rush and cocaine and holds wild anal sex
orgies, Can you?

Even National Gengraphic stays away
from that one. But this is where the “Aids
doesn't extst, it's just a mix of malaria, para-

it got into a very differ
ent population: white American homosex
uals. Those gay men were, by their own ad
mission, extremely promiscuous. The
minute tissue-tearing involved in anal sex
increases the chances of sperm-to-blood con
tact. They were also well-educated, politi
cally active and served very well by doctars

When they started to die in alarming
numbers of a disease no one could identify
they raised an enormous ruckus, Millions
of dollars in federal ald became available;
dozens of medical detectives went to work

sites and other central African di
theories came from — an attempt to say that
the lifestyle of rural Africans is substan-
tially identical to that of white homosexu-
als in San Francisco. (San Francisco is my
home town, by the way They’re wrong.)

You can lead any lifestyle you want. You
can be a Catholic nursing sister jabbed
with a hospital needle and spend the rest of
your life in church. If that needle had Aids-
tainted blood on it, you're infected.

The woman who said that AZT is a pol-
son s absolutely right. It is a dangerous
toxic drug. An overdose can definitely kill
you. But it is a poison that seems to pre-
vent the virus from replicating. In combi-
nation with other extremely expensive
drugs, it may keep it at such low levels that
it can’t be detected.

This is exactly how chemotherapy works.
Canecer tumours aren’t “bad"” —they’re nor-
mal cells that just grow way too fast. In a ba
by fast-growing cells are normal; it's called
“growth”, In adults, when one lump of cells
grows super-fast — a tumour — it gets so
big that it chokes off a blood vessel or crush-
&5 your brain or your lung. Chemotherapy
is giving your body poisonous drugs that
kill fast-growing cells betier than they kill
mature ones. The poisons have to be inject-

E the virus was isolat
ed, both in France and in the US. Eventual:
ly, drugs that suppressed it, even if they
didn’t cure it, were found. The disease is
now at bay in the US.

® There is not a lot of controversy
around the world over whether AZT is cost-
effective at preventing transmission. AZT
is only one drug in the anti-Aids arsenal. It
is the oldest and therefore the cheapest. It
costs $80 or less fo give a pregnant woman
or a rape victim a short course of AZT: it
isn't foolproof, but it's somewhere between
50% and 80% effective. It costs infinitely
more than that to hospitalise a dying child
or a dying rape victim for days or months,

When the deputy minister says the de-
partment is “taking decisions in a broader
context” and has to balance this against
other expenditures, she clearly does nol
understand the meaning of a false econo
my. If this were polio, no one would be sc
obtuse about this; it obviously costs far les:
to give children a few drops of pink vac
cine than to buy them erutches and wheel
chairs or watch them die slowly

Please Invite on to your show peopl
who really understand Aids. Don't repea
the mistakes it took the US decades
straighten out.



Myths, quasi-myths and questions about Aids
abound. Donald McNeil Jnr attermpts to
demystify the epidemic in Southern Africa

Donald G McNeil Jnr
egiite its size. South Africa
s rumber ane in the world
In several fields rughy.
cricket, tuberculosis and
Alds. Ome hears too Litthe about the
last two,

In 1990, a New York Times col
beague of mine stationed here, Chris
Wren, wrole a story that. in hind
sight. is remarkably prescient

1t beggins with Dr Nthato Motlana,
then better known as an activist

“That's white man’s progegands -
the man replied angrily “I'm not
hotmosexual ~

Here was the first wave of Alds

say it should be abolished ™

O — o tnacher, for God's sake
says. "1 want sperms not rubber 1
my boyfriend loves me, he should
kv that love begins in bed. | would
fire him if he wanted (o used the
damn thing *

Another says she never met a
man who suggested one. but if she
did. =1 will teil him ot 1o come and
waste my time. Just imagine the
whale night with rubber in you_ [t
Just does not work

Another woman says “Sperms
have proteins and | need those pro-
teina ” Another siys "1 anly wee plas
tie when it is raining ~ And another
it should be Mesh to fesh =

The men be interviewsd, he said,
“dismissed the Aids scare as hog-
wash™ and said “only after seeing an
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Aw, ¢’'mon, you don’t

e who has sex with an
HIV positive person gets infected
Pardon my graphic language — but
an tntact, wel. un venereal disedse
Iinfected vagina is a pretty good bar-
rier against infection. Nonetheless,
it's still a dangerous crapshoot

Then among the infected there
arw afew people knewn as “slow pro-
gressory”. For some resson, the virus
oesn't attack them as virulenty and
they don’t get very sick. No one yet
knows why They're being in
tensively studied, of course. It may
Just be huck

Some people survived bubonic
plague in the 1ith century, too But
the odds were poor — it killed a quar
oy of Europeans i three years With
Albds, if you are a black person from
Southern Africa, the odds against
¥ou seetm o be particularly bad —
oo below,

® Quasl-myth: Aids comes from
grey monkeys,

1 don't know how this wwird one
£t started here, but it's actually par
tially correct

There are three stratns of HIV
HIV.1, the most common here,
o from a strain of SIV (simian

mryths breaking over Adds patient would
South Africa. The they resort to con
woungg man coubd be doma”™. (v asscarmes
forgiven. The first 215 ey have now seen
people to die of Alds an One
in this country, the hiopes the same sur
article said, were vey today would get
almost all gay white very different an
muakes. 3 were flight swers. One hopes the
attendants. What he attractive women
ekt b s that whose photos ac
up to &0 000 black company the article
South Africars were v wtill alive
already infected, Tt bewwe i 15956 |
probably including was mystified then
b, and the mumber try the Prlatie sibnoe
was doubling every about Asds, espectal
wight months, Iy from the top End
Foking around bess talk ahout hous
the office files, | found ing. none about all
some sad and scary W€ cannot atford those soon to be va
things. One was 2 to allow the Aids rant homes. Where
speech grven in 190 epidemic to ruin was President Nel
ot an Abds conds the i i won Mandels on this®
try Chris Hani of our dreams * 1 thought 1t was
Tt containg these = because 3 man who
words “Those of us rould barely bring

m exile are especially in the unfor
funate situstion of being bn the arvas
where the incidence of this disease
is high

“We canoot afford 1o allow the
Adds epidemic to ruin the realisation
of our dreama

“Existing statistics indicate that
we are still at the beginning of the
Adds epldemic in our country Unat
tended. however, this will result in
untold damage and suffering by the
end of the contury ™

An African National Congress
health desk document, released the
same day by Alfred Nzo, acknow
ledged that there might be 60 000
infections.

himaelf 16 discuss dating with a
yourng whippersnapper like Allistor
Sparks wouldn't touch such a tender
subject, but | was recently set
straight by an American UNAMs of
Beer wha Irved here back then Man
dela talked briefly then about Aids
and sven condoms. The officer as
s he stoppeed on becoming presi
dent becatse it was undignified. But
last month Mandels said he stopped
becatie it wpset prople

In 19591, when he sndorsed safe sex
to some Mpumalangs parents, he
s~ couuld see they thought | was
saying something revolting. After,
theey came to me and skl ‘How an
o talk about this? You want to en

[} 4 ab eondom
use, an end to ostraciam of the in
fected and an end to African taboos
about discussing sexuality

There are now three million
South Africans infected with Ajds,
abmost all of them biack. Someone
mmessed up

1 alea found » clip from the Sous-
fan of May 30 1930 The hendline is

“Condoms are out. Jo'burg women
wan! “sperms not rubber ™

The reporter, Ali Mphaki, inter
Views women in Soweto and beging
“Despite worldwide afforts to com
bat Aids, many women gi
thumbe down to the wse of condoms.
Many contend the condon deprives
hwem of the joy of sex and some sven

AR our chil
dren™" So he quit
Whal a pity The Gallure to counter
myths can be fatal The conviction,
fur instance, that the old govern
ment's condom campalgn was a
sveaky sffort 1o cut the black birth
rate wai understandable — but ulti.
mately cost many black lives.

Here are some myths, quasi
miyths and big questions that ['ve al
ready heard making the rounds in
the coustry o that, ghven the history
of the dissase in the United States,
will be here soon

B Quasi-myth: Nol everyone in.
focted gots Alds
1t s cortainly true that not svery.

ficlency virus) found tn
the Pan troglodyses froglodites chim
panzee that some Central Africans
wat and use for muty (Sounds crazy
Bt I've seen it with my own eyes
and talked with 2 Cameroonian san
Eoma about i1 )

But HIV-2, the bigeest killer in far
West Africa, comes from an SIV in
sooty mangabeys. which are eaten
there. A sooty mangsbey ks, literally
a grey monkey

Forget monkeys Your Awds risk
s Frowm sex.

W Myth: There's a mirscle cure

Nope — not Virodene, not Pear]
Ommega in Kenya, not oxytherapy not
Kemron. not the African potato, not
the wwill brewsd by Billy Chisape in
Malawi, not dopens of other “crires"
sl the world over

Not AZT either Some drugs in
eombination with AZT e to hold
down the virus level That's “sup
presa” not “cure”

They also sem o be able to pre
venl - sometimes — transmission
from mother to child

Many things. including platn old
vitamin C. “bonst the immune sys
femn” But svying something that doss
that can stop Abds is like selling silk
shirts labelled “bulletprool vest”
Buy one If you Like the colour; don't
fest it

Drug companies test hurdreds of
compounds. many of them poiso
nous A few always show early
promise. But some don't work for
long, same help only some people;
sorme kill the patient

Weeding out the winners takes
lenigthy testing. cverseen by good sci
entists who — and this ks cructal —
are not in Hine to make money from
the results. Virodene isn’t there yet

W Myth: Organic food and. or vita
mins will shield or cure you

Irrespansible celery suckers in
the vegetarian vegan. homeopathic /
OrERERLC mega VIamin macroblolc
lobby push many varistions of this
one

Lok, there are excelbmt ressons
for sating pesticide free fruits and

. wvokding meat and aloo

hol. quitting smoking. taking vita
mins and petiing exerciss



MAIL & QUARDIAN
dune 11 1o 17 1099

AN

INSIDE 27

really believe those Aids myths?

It will eut vour chances of dying
wly of heart disease and

If you are HIV-infected, you may
survive longer by lving healthler
Bt It won't save you from evennually
dying of Alds
save you from drowning

Dodging new infiections
ing unsafe sox. avoiding people with
colds may be as important to
longevity as what you eat

my meore than it will

rvirid

W Mythe HIV brewed jtself when Live
pollo vaccine was grown in the
Kidney cells of African mao
US labs in the 19608 monk
mtist have mu d into human viras
and been injected b ito Alrican
homuans during anth pelio campaigns
in Zabre

This had real currency for a while
because it sounded so pils abe. But
HIV has been found in the frozen
blood of people infected before polio
vaccine was invented

W Myth: Alds was invented
CIA ina US Army biological warfare
tab in Maryland to kill biack people

1 have resad that this started as a
ploce of Soviet disinformation in the
1880s. appearing first in a Maoscow
ma @ citing a report from a
magazine in India

Actually, say people who re
searched it the Indian magazine had
nothing. The Moscow article had
detalls that made it sound I: the
US Army does have 2 m warfare
lab in Fort Dietrick. Maryiand. It's
nol & secret.

Bt there are all sorts of comumon
s the US Army or CIA
“tnvented™ Aids to kill

v Lhe

e Feasc
couldn’t ha
hlack peopie

Firstly no one, including nature
has vet invented a disease, from colds
1o cancer to smallpox to leprosy, that
only kills one race.

Human DNA 1s 99.9% the same
skin colour is an utterly unimpor
tant genetic differsnce. Only human
stupidity makes much of it as it does
of religious differences.

Dows anyone think black albinos
don’t get the diseases other hlacks
do® That blacks don't catch the Hong
Kong or Sydney flu” That white and

speech, but why didn't he

ik elect Thabo Mbeki wore a red Aids ribbon during his victory

Alds?

The dumbest Western Invention
in history is the necktie, a portable
noose. It's about as African as & moon
shot, and yet th frican renais
82 men here wear it as a uni
form. Only Mandela, in his shirts, is
o lone Adam’s apple crying in the
wilderness — (hw long gulp 1o free

RUTH MOTAU

gument is also popular among some
young black Americans, sven those
whose closest connection to the
motheriand is having seen Amistod
three times

1 find this funny. It's only three
prnerations sihce my McNell ances
tors shucked their kilts and left the

Aw, c'mon again. Il white Ameri-
can men were really that evilly bril-
lant, wouldn't we have figured out
the logical flaw there? Either we do
want to trick black men into wear
ing condoms so they won't make
mare black bables. or we don't want
Black men 1o wear oondoms so they'll

This is a myth, but it's one that I,
to my great frustration, am partially
responsible for

Last December, | wrote a 2 000-
word article for my faraway paper
saying that for years South Africa
had been a dumping ground for sub-
standard condoms.

That's true — but | also made it
clear that the vast majority of con-
doms here are perfectly safe, and that
the government has since improved
the way it buys them.

When Business Day here ran a
ripped-off version of the plece, it was
chopped to 400 words and all the ex-
planations dropped, so it started a
Scare.

But it was true then and is true
now that most condoms here are
perfectly good. And frankly, even a
condom that might tear is better than
none.

B Small unanswered question:
Thabo Mbeki wore a red Alds ribbon
during his victory speech, but why
didn't he mention Aids?

® Medium unanswered question:
Why was Aids palicy in this country
s0 paralysed for so Jong and why is
Minister of Health Nkosazana Zuma
at the centre of so many fights?

I don't know; I'm not a psycholo-
gist. The Ministry of Health is ina
death struggle with the pharmaceu-
tical industry over high prices and
monapolistic practices.

Some US Alds activists hate the
industry; others see It as thelr only
hope.

The companies are correct in say
ing that each new drug nvolves huge
research costs that they have to re-
coup or go bankrupt

On the other hand, they make big
profits. Suspicion over that runs high
in the US too — It was, after all, the
country that wrote the world's tough-
est antimonopoly laws.

In South Africn, children and rupe
victims are the chiel' pawns in this
fight.
One of the world's premier Alds
conferences is to be held in Durban
this year Some researchers are so of-
fended by Zuma’s policles that they
are lobbying to get her disinvited as



This had real currency for a while
Ix its ded so plausible. But
HIV has been found in the frozen
blood of people infected before polio
vaccine was inmvented.

W Myth: Alds was invented by the
CIA ina US Army biological warfare
lab in Maryland to kill black people.

1 have read that this started as a
plece of Soviet disinformation in the
19808, appearing first in a Moscow
magazine citing a report from a
magazine in India.

Actually, say people who re-
searched it, the Indian magazine had
nothing. The Moscow article had
details that made it sound real: the
US Army does have a germ warfare
lab in Fort Dietrick, Maryland. It's
not a secret

But there are all sorts of commeon:
sense reasons the US Army or CIA
couldn't have “invented” Alids to kill
black people.

Firstly, no one, including nature,
has yet invented a disease, from colds
to cancer to smallpox to leprosy, that
only kills one race. *

Human DNA is 99.9% the same;
skin colour is an utterly unimpor-
tant genetic difference. Only human
stupidity makes much of It, as it does
of religious differences.

Does anyone think black albinos
don’t get the diseases other blacks
do? That blacks don't catch the Hong
Eong or Sydney flu? That white and
bilack people who sleep together can't
pass on the Aids virus?

Secondly, lots of the first Ameri
cans killed by Alds weren't black -
nor homosexuals, nor junkies. They
were haemophiliacs, some of them
children, and people who had trans-
fusions after surgery or car crashes.
If the CIA was targeting black people
or homosexuals for extinction, would
it test its disease on white children
and white moms and dads first?

Thirdly, the first person known to
have died of Alds died in Kinshasa,
then Leopoldville in the Belgian
Congo, in 1958, Some of his blood was
kept frozen and tested two years ago
In 1959, that US Army lab didn't
exist

W Myth: | don't use condoms be-
cause:

@ They're no fun — they're not no
fun, they're slightly less fun. The
alternative ts death. How fun is that?

® They're un-African — aw,
c'mon. If you can use a cellphone, a
ballpoint pen or paper money and
still be African, you can use a
condom.

I like umgombori (traditional
home-brewed beer) — up to a point
Be flexible.

speech, but why didn't he

nt-olect Thabo Mbeki wore a red Alds ribbon during his victory

The dumbest Western invention
in history is the necktie, a portable
noose. It's about as African as a moon
shot, and yet the “African renais-
sance” men here wear it as a uni-
form. Only Mandela, in his shirts, Is
a lone Adam's apple crying In the
wilderness — the long gulp to free-
dom. But the fashion looks ready to
die with him. I do wish people would
stop telling Madiba to shut up.

Incidentally, this “un-African”™ ar-

‘The parents came
to me and said, ‘How
can you talk about
safe sex? You want to

among 0:' ;hildnn?‘

AldsT? H: RUTH MOTAU

gument is also popular among some
young black Americans, even those
whose closest connection to the
motheriand is having seen Amistad
three times.

I find this funny. It's only three
generations since my McNell ances-
tors shucked their kilts and left the
Hebrides for Brooklyn — fower than
most African-Americans have been
American. But after a few New York
winters, we figured out that under-
pants were a smart move, even
though [ am reliably informed that
they are un-Scottish.

The first condom [ ever saw was
the old dried-up thing my mother
found in the pocket of my father's
World War 11 US Navy kapok jacket,
along with a clip of 45 ammunition.
(Lauckily for him, this was in 1965, and
they hadn’t met until after the war)

A friend of mine described his
father’s navy experience in the Philip
pines: after a big night out, each
American boy who hadn't been bright
enough to use a condom was handed
a rubber bulb by a medic. He had to
fill it with lodine solution, stick the
thin end in his peniis and try to blast
the stinging jodine up as far as possi-
ble — ideally to his bladder. The
screams were sabd to be hideous.

If that were the medical option
nowadays, | imagine many men
would decide a condom was a lor
mare African than the bulb,

@ They're a plot by white men to
cut down the black birth rate; Alds
stands for the “American lnvention
to Discourage Sex™

Aw, ¢'mon again. If white Ameri-
can men were really that evilly bril-
liant, wouldn't we have figured out
the logical flaw there? Either we do
want to trick black men into wear-
ing condoms so they won't make
more black bables, or we dorn’t want
black men to wear condoms so they'll
die slow and painful deaths. We can't
have it both ways.

® South African condoms are no
oo

Some researchers are so
offended by Nkosazana
Zuma's policies that they
are lobbying to get her
disinvited to the Durban
Aids conference as a
global slap in her face

perfectly good. And frankly, even a
condom that might tear is better than
none.

B Small unanswered question:
Thabo Mbeki wore a red Alds ribbon
during his victory speech, but why
didn’t he mention Aids?

W Medium unanswered question:
Why was Alds policy in this country
so paralysed for so long and why is
Minister of Health Nk Zuma
at the centre of so many fights?

I don't know; I'm not a psycholo-
gist. The Ministry of Health is ina
death struggle with the pharmaceu
thcal industry over high prices and
monopolistic practices.

Some US Aids activists hate the
industry; others see it as their only
hope.

The companies are correct in say-
ing that each new drug involves huge
research costs that they have to re-
coup or go bankrupt.

On the other hand, they make big
profits. Suspicion over that runs high
in the US too — it was, after all, the
country that wrote the worlkd's tough-
est anti-monopoly laws,

In South Afrrica, children and rape
victims are the chief pawns in this
fight.

One of the world's premier Alds
conferences is to be held in Durban
this year. Some researchers are so of-
fended by Zuma's policies that they
are lobbying to get her disinvited as
a global slap in her face. The strug-
gle should be interesting.

N Big unanswered question: If the
disease started in Congo or Came-
roon, why are only about 5% of the
adults in those countries infected,
compared to 10% of Uganda, 25% of
Zimbabwe and Botswana. and 30%
of rural KwaZulu-Natal?

Scientists are baffled, and testing
all sort of theories. Do people in
Southern Africa have more sexual
partners? Is migrant labout' respon
sible? Marriage customs?

Do southerners have different
habits, like “dry sex” or “wankie,”
that cause tears in the penis or
vagina?

Does non-circumcision, as among
Zulus, lead to more venereal-disease
sores? Are there fewer clinics treat
ing venereal diseases?

Or is there something genetic?
Was there some sort of proto-Aids
epldemic, far back in pre-history but
after the Bantu began migrating
south, that killed many Central
Africans but left more resistant sur-
vivors?

No ané knows — but for some rea
son, Southern African peoples seem
particularly vulnerable. Watch out
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t's irritating to be accused of stifling de-
bate while debating. “Aids-denial” scien-
tists are like Holocaust-denlal historians.
Of course they have a constitutional right

1o be heard — but Holocaust denial didn't get

cranked up until the 1960s, when every think-

ting person had known for 40 years that the

Holocaust actually happened.

Here, the government was so timid and in-
ept for nearly a decade about explaining the
full scope of the Alds threat that debates often
veered off into peripheral ssues — Virodene,
Sargfing, faulty condoms. Sadly, Department
of Health doctors with first-hand knowledge
of the threat often feel muzzled, having to seok.
permission from Pretoria to speak about their
own flelds of expertise, so vigorous Aids-denial
buffs were beginning to dominate the debate,
which is the reason | piped up.

There are many schools of Alds denial
The “HIV-dissidents™ one, which uses nose-
Wwk as its publicist here, argues that Alds
Isn't caused by a virus but by a lifestyle.

As characterised in last week's Mol &

trition and prolonged anxiety, both
of civil war and social disruption”

The theory relies on absurdities. There
was never a time, in San Francisco or any-
where else, in which all homosexuals were

men who had wives and children and a few
furtive gy encounters died of Alds. Men
who never had gay sex at all died of Aids af-
ter getting it from blood transfusions.

The African variant is even sillier: It pre-
sumes that all Africans live in mud huts,
starving, swatting malarial mosquitoes and
drinking from pools laced with hippo crap
and bilharzia snails. It ignores the tens of
thousands of Africans who live in Soweto —
or Gaborone, Harmre or Lusaka — drink
plped water. get enough to eat, have no more
malaria risk than the Oppenhetmers do In
Brenthurst, and yet are dying of Alds.

Until recently, Barclay's Bank tn Zambia
wais seelng 2% of its workforce die each year,
which s about 10 times the mortality rate for

chance of Infiection if her husband was a

The absurdity of the HIV dissidents

farmer, a 2% chance if' he was a soldies a
2% chance If he was 2 white-collar worker
and a 38% chance if he was a government of-
ficial. (1 decline to speculate on the implica-
tions of this for the Thabo Mbeki Cabinet.)
The study’s conclusion was that, ina very
poar country like Rwanda, a regular pay-
check meant mone Access o extramarital sex,

grant

but the point is that the subsistence farmed
in the mud hut s not the most at-risk guy,

and the “poverty ifestyle causes Alds™ ar-

gument is ridiculous.

By the way, a doctor who specialises in
treating Aids and tuberculosis cases in
rural KwaZulu-Natal pointed out to me this
week that there is another “medical” debate
going on here that echoes the Aids one. For.

1y the are far Jess seri-
ous — just a lifetime of root canal work.

health department is planning to
add fluoride to South Africa’s drink-
Ing water: The “fluoride-ispoison™
lobby opposes it.

I remember this debate from my teenage
years in the United States. At the same time
s Crest, the first fluocide toothpaste, was
getting recognition from the American
Dental Association, cities were trying to
add fluoride to thelr drinking water. Many
studies had shown that it strengthened
children’s teeth.

(Water is better than toothpaste, Since
the fluorine atom actually joins the tooth
structure, it Is best to have it there — In tiny
amounts all day long — as the tooth grows.)

« that score — you'll have to be the judge as to

Interestingly, in the US, the anti-fluoride
lobby was led by the John Birch Soclety and
other right wingers. Their argument, as far
as [ could tell, was that if the US govern-
mant, which they believed was secretly con-
trofled by communists, was allowed to add
one chemical to the water, then 1t would
soon be adding LSD and other drugs to con-
trol all our minds.

I can't say whether they were right on

whether I'm out of my mind. | can tell you
that, desplte a lifetime of brushing and
flossing, | have rotten testh — straight, rela-
tively white, but riddled with cavities and
erncks. And so do many of my friends my
age (45). Our children, on the other hand,
have absolutely fabulous teeth. The differ-
ence, says every dentist I've had, and I've

profiession in the US. And good riddance —
mine didn't belleve in novocaine.
Besides, the John Birch Soclety was kid-

Ing water: alum to precipitate solids; chio-
rine to kill germs. And a good thing too —
you know what those swimmers in the Vaal
Dam are doing under water

To my knowledge, while there have been
plenty of briel bacterial outbreaks in drink-
Ing water in some US cities, no one has ever
gotten fluoride polsoning from city water:

There are some benefits to being cut off
from the world for 20 years. Learn from our
mistakes,
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