
2 

Editorial 
AIDS has appeared in South Africa in ways which go beyond the discovery of the 

disease, its spread and its physical symptoms. The issue of AIDS carries with it a whole 
array of social and political responses, implications and policies. Research carried out re
cently shows that the issue of AIDS lends itself to the expression of racial prejudice: 
whites tend to think that it is an African disease; blacks tend to think that it is spread 
through white homosexual males. Indians tend to think that coloureds and blacks are 
more likely to get it; coloureds in turn tend to blame it on blacks. In addition, there is a 
strong class-based prejudice. The magazine NEWSWEEK, for instance, recently pub
lished statements by a United States research institute which predicts that AIDS could 
become a disease of the poor, with "a corresponding upsurge in despair and antisocial 
behaviour and the refusal of health workers to risk their lives by entering these areas". 

To some extent, the sensationalism surrounding AIDS, its high publicity value and 
the resources allocated internationally to AIDS research can be seen in the light of the 
fact that AIDS is a disease which is not confined at present, to the lower classes- unlike 
cholera, TB and other diseases which have become diseases of poverty. If the current pre
judices surrounding AIDS do not express this idea very strongly, they certainly espouse 
a victim-blaming philosophy, which stigmatises social groups already suffering from 
discriminatory practices. 

In the wake of the panic aroused by the spread of the disease, there is an ever-
increasing media coverage of AIDS; and the Department of National Health and Popula
tion Development has embarked on a national education campaign. To some extent this 
campaign, as well as the publications dealing with AIDS, attempt to provide informa
tion on how to prevent the spread of the disease, dispelling some of the myths surround
ing AIDS . Most of the information that is publically disseminated however, addresses 
itself to the fears, attitudes and practices of the individual. This issue of CRITICAL 
HEALTH, in contrast, emphasises the need to address the threat of the spread and the 
trauma of AIDS in terms of the social and political conditions which engender it. To di
rect education and information at individuals without looking to changing attitudes lead
ing to stigmalisation and victimisation of peole with AIDS, and conditions which break 
up family life and social networks (such as migrant labour, hostel accomodation, prison 
conditions, internal and external refugees), means to misunderstand the nature of the dis
ease and to misdirect the efforts at combatting it. 

This issue of CRITICAL HEALTH aims to provide a perspective- solicited from 
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progressive organisations- which facilitates more appropriate and comprehensive infor
mation, action, policy-decisions and education. 

The first point to stress is that AIDS and HIV infection are problems to be faced by 
all South Africans. Secondly, AIDS is not just a medical issue-it raises questions about 
the society in which it spreads. Because of working and living conditions, as well as the 
state's repatriation laws, migrant labourers are one of the groups of people who are fac
ing the threat of the spread of AIDS, coupled with victimisation from employers and the 
slate. The articles on migrant labour and AIDS in this issue of CRITICAL HEALTH 
point to the imperative of union and worker-involvement in education and decision
making, as well as identifying areas of research which would be essential for a success
ful campaign. The urgency of these issues is stressed, particularly in the face of the dan
ger of the spread of infection to uninfected communities, the lack of compensation, and 
the ihreat of dismissal. 

The current social prejudice and stigma in relation to AIDS increases the trauma an 
individual experiences after being diagnosed HIV poitive. The article on social and psy
chological perspectives points to counselling and education requirements to deal with 
this situation. The article on "working in the gay community" outlines possibilities for 
organisations giving practical support and programmes of action. 

In addition to providing general basic information on AIDS and specific information 
for health workers, and information on existing resources, CRITICAL HEALTH sup
ports the call from organisations represented in this issue, to develop more comprehen
sive, socially and politically oriented strategies for the prevention of the spread of 


