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The work for which you have been so generous in awarding me this Doctorate is constitutively the consequence of collaboration.  In these days of complex and specialised technologies, formidable powers of social analysis, and of mandatory popular participation, no one does meaningful research alone.  And so it is also with the pursuit of political freedom – no leader, no individual and no powerful clique marches on its own.  Therefore I am here before you as the beneficiary of much support, collegiality, inspiration and affection from my friends, colleagues, clinicians, fellow researchers, and political activists.  I wish to acknowledge them all, without having to name them, for they know who they are.

Through the forces of nature, or destiny, or the vagaries of history, our country has experienced, over the last 10 years, three immense challenges.  Each of these, if mismanaged, has the capacity to subdue the nation and cripple progress.  

I have watched, with a mixture of sorrow and astonishment, the unfolding of these three dramatic events:

· The establishment of a democratic state in 1994;

· The explosive burst of HIV/AIDS, ripping through millions of our people; and

· The corrosive conflict between science and the State.

It is clear that there are strong linkages between these three processes.

The achievement of democracy is, for us, nothing less than the crowning glory of the Twentieth Century, the realisation of a historical purpose, the stuff of dreams.  However, progress is terribly uneven and the fabric of our society remains thin and fragile.  We see too few jobs, too much distance between rich and poor, too little fairness, too great a burden of poverty, too many hungry mouths, and an unconscionable degree of abuse and violence.  Revelations of ethical decay among the rich and powerful descend on us every day like acid rain.  It is not clear to me how much of this is inevitable and how much self-inflicted.  Are we poor because we are an insignificant and peripheral fragment in a world economy driven by rampant capitalism and globalisation, and guarded by impenetrable trade barriers, or are we poor because of bad choices and flawed policies?  

It is the responsibility of us all to keep asking uncomfortable questions and continue seeking the best answers.

HIV/AIDS is the major challenge for all of us.  It is the worst pandemic in recorded human history, worse than the Fourteenth Century’s “Black Death”, and possibly more damaging than some unknown catastrophic diseases that wiped out entire populations.  This disaster beggars words and imagination as it reshapes the sexual, demographic, biological, social, economic and political configurations of this country.  

As we stagger under the massive weight of AIDS, other threats appear on the eastern and northern horizons. The prospect of newer infectious diseases, such as SARS, emerging from a seemingly deep pool of animal reservoirs, rapidly spreading from continent to continent, and leading to havoc and national crises, becomes real and fearsome.

This brings to mind the rather provocative yet credible views of Harvard’s evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould, who believes that humans are not the supreme product of natural selection, not reigning in splendour at the pinnacle of the tree of evolution.  Rather, he sees primates as mere twigs in this evolutionary tree.  The main trunk and the most successful of all creatures are microbes – which were around in the Paleolithic record for 32 billion years. The idea crossed my mind that with all these microbes becoming resistant to antibiotics and antiviral agents, and the devastating spread of microbes, this tiny twig of evolution, of which we are a part, may fall off and leave the world to lethal viruses and bacteria.

But we are a resilient lot, and human ingenuity seems limitless.

The experience with SARS taught that there are modern methods of controlling such dangerous organisms.  It took us two years before we identified HIV as a cause of AIDS, another year to uncover the genome, more years to develop the test for diagnosis, and for use of AZT.  It took all of 15 years before we had an effective treatment, that is, HAART (Highly Active Anti-retroviral Therapy).  With SARS, scientists have been able to identify the “SARS-COV” in a few weeks, and move on to describe the entire genome, develop tests, and provide effective prevention measures within the space of two to three months.

There was another serious fall-out from the AIDS epidemic in which science appeared to be pitted against the State.  It appeared almost as a modern day re-run of the epic battles for truth between Galileo and the Inquisition.  The public expression of this disjuncture was support for the discredited and unproven views on the cause and diagnosis of AIDS through HIV, the epidemiology of the disease, and the safety and efficacy of treatments.  This was a political miscalculation of monumental proportions, with global dimensions, and was inscribed for times to come into the historical record.

In essence, scientifically established facts were challenged, doubted and disputed, in the absence of any reasoned arguments or proof.

A critical question troubling many good people is: What is the reason for this profound error of judgment at high reaches of government?  To my mind, the most persuasive analyses on this question have drawn two conclusions.  

Firstly, this unprecedented reaction to modern science is rooted in a residual outrage against the arrogance and excesses of colonialism and apartheid - an arrogance which had devalued the humanity of subject peoples and held in contempt their cultures, traditions and faiths.  Secondly, the answer is related to the social, cultural and religious barricades that most societies have constructed to exclude considerations of intimacy and sexuality in human affairs.  Unbridled sexuality, especially the promiscuity of men, was too uncomfortably a part of the remembrances of racism, to be accepted by newly independent people as the prime cause of HIV.  Instead the argument was shifted from sexuality to other causes of transmission.  The fundamental social causes of the spread of HIV were given much prominence: namely poverty, migration and violence.

These are the three streams of thought feeding and nurturing the critical consciousness of this nation in the first few years of its existence as a democratic state.  These have also been the three issues of great moment to me during these recent years, tantalising me with glimpses into the essence of democracy, into freedom, the evolution of life on earth and the centrality of the scientific method.  I have learned that there is an immaculate unity at the core of these three issues, at the confluence of these three streams.

It is the insistent and uncompromising pursuit of truth: a quest for the fundamental truth in nature, in all living things and in the construction of human societies. The indispensable mission for South Africa, for this University, this assembly of graduates for all of us, is to remove the shadows of ignorance and deceit and unbridled self-interest that obscure what is real and that which is just.  It is a search worthy of the best of women and men - at once challenging, exciting and immensely rewarding.
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