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BOOK REVIEW 

AVOIDING AIDS. What every South African man 
and woman should know about preventing 
infection. 

Anubis Press, Cape town, 1987. R4.95 Available at C.N.A. 

"Avoiding Aids" is a booklet written for a South African readership. It is relatively 
cheap (R4.95) and is available from C.N.A. bookshops, which puts it within reach of a 
broad section of people. It provides general information, data and statistics on the extent 
of the spread of the disease in South Africa. In addition, the booklet outlines some of 
the policy decisions of the Department of National Health and the South African Blood 
Transfusion Services. It gives information on donating and receiving blood as well as 
advice on testing with addresses of local doctors and services who do testing. It outlines 
non-sexual high risk activities and provides a chapter focusing on various sexual prac
tices, which are well described and explained. 

The style of writing suggests that the booklet is geared towards literate, matric-level 
readership. It contains no illustrations, is written in small print and doesn't explain 
complicated terms (apart from those pertaining to various sexual practices). The booklet 
to a large extent avoids evaluative judgements, giving detailed description and informa
tion. It does attempt to avoid some of the myths surrounding AIDS. However, in talk
ing about the origin and spread of the disease, the booklet singles out male homosexu
als, people from certain African countries, intravenous drug users, prostitutes and 
promiscuous practices. This attitude - expressed in an indirect way - leads to misunder
standing of the disease, and to stigmatisation of groups who already experience discrimi
nation in our society. Such somatization will not bring about a change in attitudes, 
values, pracuces and social condi tions needed for preventing the spread of AIDS. 

While the booklet talks about "high risk activities" rather than "high risk groups", 
there are certain instances of strong moralistic overtones, for example, in the section 
dealing with intravenous drug use. While such use of drugs cannot be officially con-
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doned, the free issuing of sterile needles at certain publisized outlets would be more ef
fective in combatting the spread of AIDS. This has been the approach adopted by coun
tries where the use of intravenous drugs forms a major route of spread. 

Current official responses to AIDS present similar contradictions. If education and 
information are identified as priority areas, how can teenagers be provided with relevant 
AIDS information if sex education in the schools is prohibited? How can workers in 
danger of contracting the virus be targetted for education if they are faced with repatria
tion, dismissal or victimisation? How can this very booklet aimed at educating the pub
lic about AIDS be sold in a sealed wrapper with a label saying "Due to the explicit sex
ual information contained in this book, the publisher has been advised to seal all 
copies"? These are issues the book does not mention. Nor does the booklet mention the 
social and political circumstances which lead to high risk practices. For example, unem
ployment and poverty compelling women into prostitution as a form of self-
employment; migrant labour with its disruption of family life facilitating casual sexual 
encounters; life in institutions such as prisons and single-sex hostels encouraging ho
mosexual practices. 

A serious omission in the booklet is the lack of information and advice on counsell
ing and support groups. While one section of the booklet deals specifically with testing, 
there is no mention of pre-and post test counselling. If education is to be the main focus 
of the campaign, counselling should be given priority over testing. The procedure of 
notifying the person concerned of a test result, as outlined in the book, is contradicted 
by organisations and health workers dealing with people who are carrying the virus or 
who have AIDS. They stipulate that test results should not under any circumstances be 
given over the telephone. These omissions suggest that the authors would have been 
well- advised to consult with organisations concerned with AIDS and AIDS patients and 
to incorporate the services they offer, their experience and advice. 

The booklet provides useful but limited information. It claims to address itself to 
"every South African man and woman". The information is superficially geared to local 
conditions, as can be seen from the sections dealing with "Rugby and Boxing", "Mos 
quitoes and Bedbugs" and "Ritual Scarification". Yet the booklet fails to address the so
cial, economic and political realities facing the majority of South Africans. In addition 
to individual precautions, any serious attempt to prevent the spread of AIDS in South 
Africa must address the social and political conditions which provide the ferule ground 
for the spread of the disease. 


