Towards an AIDS Ethics Charter
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My thoughts and feelings have been dominated by the HIV/AIDS tragedy.  I have been taking a block of lectures on AIDS and Ethics at the local campus, with contributions from people like Jerry Coovadia, Ronald Nicholson, Felix Murove and Graham Lindegger.  The idea was to provide a good understanding of the pandemic and then explore one of its most neglected facets - the unprecedented and difficult ethical challenges it creates.

From past experiences, I knew it would be a difficult theme.  The sheer magnitude of the pandemic and its appallingly tragic human costs are deeply painful realities to confront, above all for young people whose generation is so directly involved.  But universities are in the truth business, even when the truth is as unwelcome as hearing that HIV/AIDS is the wost medical disaster ever to strike humanity and a national emergency, that it is already radically changing the profile of our population, and leading to vastly increased numbers of young orphans with virtually nobody to care and provide for them, to mention just these grim facts.  

Precisely because they are so grim, I also wanted to emphasise to my students that the very enormity of the pandemic also creates the need for a whole new kind of ethical response, a generation of unprecedented moral heroism, and that the potential for it lies in us all.

The idea that came to me was to invite my class to help create an AIDS Ethics Charter - a short statement of core values and practical actions that might help us and others to focus our thoughts, feelings and actions at this time of critical national need.

Lest anybody felt overwhelmed by the challenge, I quoted the encouraging words of anthropologist Margaret Mead - "Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it's the only thing that ever does."

So, as we went along, we pooled ideas and, at the end, began to commit them to writing.  The response was great and I now have a sheaf of suggestions, all of them rich in ethical concern and freshness of insight, to work through and edit.  When that has been done, I will take the draft text back to the class for further inputs.  

What then?  As I explore with others just the outer fringes of the mysteriously wonderful world of moral nature - the domain of conscience, the realm of the good - I have come to see just how vital a part in the processes of ethical enrichment is played by sharing, and just how sterile even the noblest feelings of compassion and pieces of practical wisdom are when they remain locked up in our skulls.  So the next step is to share this little venture into doing something, however, modest, to help us meet the heartache of AIDS with the power of moral passion.

My class, all full partners in this exercise, has therefore given me leave to write about it for The Witness.  The intention is to share with readers our belief that, although we are not all infected by the HI Virus, we are all affected and that we can and must all become part of the deeply caring and effective response that the country and the region so desperately need.  Never again must any of us think that AIDS is something for the government, the doctors, business or religion to worry about while we put it out of our minds.  As one of my students put it, "AIDS is nearer than we may think", for whether we realise this or not, it is already affecting us all, if not directly, then certainly indirectly.

When an edited text of the charter has gone back to the students who have helped create its ideas so admirably, then we will want to share it again with anybody, including the president, whom it might help to feel a new sense of realistic hope that not even AIDS is a hurdle that conscience cannot clear and then doing something, however modest, to help stem the tide.  Remember:  together we can!

TOWARDS AN AIDS ETHICS CHARTER FOR SOUTH AFRICA

On the basis of the suggestions offered by students from the Ethics Studies 121 class ("Life, Sexuality and Death in Comparative Ethical Perspective") run by the Unilever Ethics Centre based at the University of Natal's Pietermaritzburg campus, Professor Prozesky compiled this draft Charter.  

Professor Prozesky and his class see this document as a small contribution to a much greater process of fostering an AIDS ethic for South Africa.  The ideas contained herein come from the students themselves, and they are hereby shared with users far and wide in order to broaden the dialogue around HIV/AIDS and generate a national sense of moral responsibility and compassion.  Users' input is therefore welcomed.  Please email your thoughts and contributions to hivan@nu.ac.za

Preamble 

*
South Africa is faced with an HIV/AIDS pandemic of epic proportions.  All of its people need to play their part in the fight against it.  We,  a group of educated South African students in the age group most susceptible to the contraction of the virus, have decided to take a step towards assuming our role in this struggle, in the form of a draft AIDS Ethics Charter of basic principles, values and actions for the struggle.

*
Caring about AIDS and its victims is everyone's responsibility, regardless of economic status, position in society, race, gender or creed.  No person is an island.  It is our duty to make sure that those who suffer are aided.  

*
We think many people want to help those suffering from HIV/AIDS but do not realise how serious this pandemic is and do not know how to help.

*
We, as members of society, need to look after one another to preserve our society and culture.  Part of the task, like sexual responsibility, is up to us, but for the rest we need support from the government and other people in positions of power

*
We think that the government must do more. How can large sums be spent on military weapons, luxury homes, vehicles and jet travel but not on AIDS patients?

*
HIV/AIDS is a national emergency calling for urgent action.

Practical proposals to help meet the crisis

*
People need to be told how they can help.  For example, what needs to be donated and where?

*
There must be no more stigmatisation of those with HIV/AIDS.

*
No one can or should walk away from the issue of HIV/AIDS

*
Top-slice the national budget to fund HIV/AIDS relief.

*
Distribute government money more wisely than, for example, spending R43 billion on arms but too little on AIDS treatment, research and orphans.

*
Education about AIDS in poverty-stricken areas must improve.

*
Counselling for home-based medical care for AIDS suffers must be provided. 

*
Vaccine research must be fully supported and funded.

*
Introduce an AIDS tax for all, because although we are not all infected by HIV/AIDS, we are all affected and will be for many years to come.

*
Create a National AIDS Lottery to generate funds. 

*
Even the poorest of us can help by doing little things like raising funds through receiving payment for bottles collected for recycling, or donating blankets for orphans.

*
AIDS adverts must be more positive, highlighting group involvement, and making use of role models like Lucas Radebe and Charlize Theron.  Scare  tactics have limited effect.

*
Give consideration to making it a criminal offence to transmit AIDS to another person.

*
People with HIV/AIDS can alert society to this tragedy.  Nkosi Johnson and Gail Johnson definitely helped create greater AIDS awareness.    


Our nation needs to realise that AIDS is now and here and getting  worse!  Don't let AIDS wipe out millions of us!

