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AIDS

The Outsiders
Simon Watney considers the tragic impact of Aids on the

past year.

For the past five years a
small number of people in
the voluntary sector and on
the fringes of the NHS strug-
gled against all the odds to
establish what was thought
of as 'Aids awareness' - a
recognition of the complex
realities of Aids as it has
affected the various consti-
tuencies which make up the
overall population of the UK.
1987 has seen state and

media interventions on the
subject of Aids on a hitherto
unparalleled scale, but the
types of awareness which
now predominate have been
achieved at the direct cost of
either accurate risk percep-
tion, or of any real under-
standing of the issues in-
volved. Even the most basic
medical facts concerning
HIV infection, Aids-Related
Complex's (Arcs) and Aids
are all but universally mis-
understood. For those of us
living and working in the
communities most devas-
tated by Aids it seems as if
the rest of the population are
like tourists, wandering
casually through the height
of a blitz, totally unaware of
what is going on all around
them. It has been a terrible
year, and one measure of the
enormity of the educational
task ahead lies in the fact
that most people still auto-
matically think of the groups
first affected by HIV as if
they were somehow its
cause.
The government's Aids in-

formation campaign squan-
dered millions of pounds in a
crude loud-hailing exercise
which addressed itself to no-
body in particular, and suc-
ceeded only in convincing
most people that Aids is bor-
ing! Thus the Daily Mail
could comment on October
13 that: 'Aids is selective in
the overwhelming majority
of those it afflicts', whilst the
parliamentary all-party
family and child protection
group concluded on Novem-
ber 4 that: 'the government
should be encouraged to
make use of this favourable

climate for a change of poli-
cy'. In this 'favourable cli-
mate' someone now dies
from Aids every half-hour in
the USA, whilst perhaps a
sixth of the entire population
of sub-Saharan Africa is HIV
antibody-positive. The third
report of the social services
committee of the House of
Commons on problems
associated with Aids re-
ported in May, though its re-
commendations were all but
entirely obliterated by the
surrounding brouhaha of the
general election.
The report dismissed all

calls for compulsory HIV
antibody testing and/or
quarantine, together with the
entire history of earlier 20th
century legislation con-
cerned in a punitive fashion
with sexually-transmitted
diseases. Unfortunately such
illegal testing is already
widespread in British pris-
ons, and Tony Whitehead
from the Terrence Higgins
Trust reports that: 'the
DHSS has asked the medical
research council's epidemi-
ology unit at Northwick Park
hospital to investigate the
practical and ethical prob-
lems of HIV screening'
(Capital Gay Issue 315, Octo-
ber 23). Fortunately, the
Council of Europe has just
published a clear policy
statement in favour of com-
plete confidentiality at every
level and rejecting compul-
sory screenings of any kind
out of hand (Strasbourg, Re-
commendation no R(87) 25,
November 26). Needless to
say, this report went entirely
unnoticed in the UK press.
In America 600,000 demon-

strators marched on
Washington protesting
against the Reagan adminis-
tration's dire record on Aids,
whilst three days later, on
October 14, far-right senator
Jessie Helms and arch-
homophobe Californian rep-
resentative William E Dan-
nemeyer managed the uni-
que achievement of getting
all safer-sex education for
lesbians and gay men banned

as 'pornography'. This will
undoubtedly be thrown out
eventually as unconstitution-
al, but, here in Britain, where
we enjoy no such defences,
the pro-censorship lobby
gains strength with the sup-
port of influential sections of
the National Council for Civil
Liberties and the Labour Par-
ty. There is already evidence
of close connections in the
growing field of systematic
Aids disinformation between
far-right groups such as the
Conservative Family Cam-
paign and figures such as Sir
Alfred Sherman.
The Helms amendment

also went completely unre-
ported outside the gay
media. It is an immediate
sign of the insularity and
culpable naivety of large sec-
tions of the British women's
movement and the Left that
they fail to recognise the full
significance of a newly-
fashionable evangelical puri-
tanism at a time when safer-
sex education remains the
only proven means to pre-
vent the spread of this terri-
ble epidemic. British culture
has never looked more sor-
did and brutal and hypocri-
tical than at this moment. We
cannot simply blame Thatch-
erism for this, since the Con-
servative Party has, in many
respects, behaved better
than any of the opposition
parties. Edwina Currie fre-
quently shows more evi-
dence of understanding Aids
than Labour health
spokesperson Harriet Har-
man, who recently attacked
the right to confidentiality of
people with Aids in the
House of Commons.
In the meantime, life-

saving drugs are routinely
denied throughout the NHS
to people with HIV, Arc's and

Aids, 'justified' in solely
financial terms for the first
time since the service was
set up. It should however be
noted that such voices cover
up thinly-disguised reser-
voirs of homophobia. The
press continues to harrass
and persecute people with
Aids, and their friends and
lovers and families, with re-
lentless zeal. In this respect
there is precious little to dis-
tinguish any of the tabloids
from any of the supposedly
'quality' newspapers. It has
to be understood that a virus
has spread widely through-
out the gay and intravenous
drug-using population of the
UK. Now, and for the time
being, we are going to make
up the majority of Aids
cases. This is no ground for
complacency. HIV is not a
respecter of persons. 1987
saw the Aids statistics reach
1000. There can be little
doubt that this figure will
exceed 100,000 by the end of
the century.
The far Fight has been assi-

duously exploiting popular
ignorance and prejudice for
five years now. The only re-
sistance has come from peo-
ple with Aids themselves, as
well as their friends and hel-
pers. We face an appalling
and completely unparalleled
situation in the difficult
years ahead. Almost any res-
trictions on personal' and
civil liberties can be de-
fended in public nowadays in
the spurious name of pre-
venting the spread of Aids. If
this point is not well under-
stood in a year's time, we will
only have ourselves to blame
when the Thatcher years
come to look like a storm in a
teacup compared to what
might quite easily lie not so
far ahead. •
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