


SILENCE HAS ALLOWED HIV AND
AIDS-RELATED STIGMA AND
DISCRIMINATION TO FLOURISH
Our faith calls us to challenge stigma and
discrimination and to make the invisible visible!

Stigma kills. Stigma hurts. Stigma prevents people living with HIV and
AIDS from receiving the love, care, and treatment they deserve, and
prevents everyone else in the family and community from being fully
human.

“Each of us, as members of our community, has a responsibility to speak
out against the stigma associated with HIV. One of the most important
things for me is to vocalise how we treat this disease differently from other
incurable diseases, specifically how its complete association with sex
relates to its stigma…HIV is defined as ‘a disease associated with shame
and immoral behaviors.’ That is where the stigma comes from, our
assuming/associating the contraction of HIV through behavior defined
by us in society as ‘immoral.’ The stigma does not come from dying, but
from how you and I get it.”

-  L I S A  L A N G H UA G , Z I M B A B W E , 2 0 0 1

When someone is HIV positive, labelling takes place. Assumptions and
judgments are made about the source of the infection. The person is
talked about as being “guilty.” He or she is excluded, stigmatized and often
discriminated against. Is it surprising if people don't want to know about
their HIV status and are afraid to seek out care? Relatives hide in their
homes out of shame. Children are shunned and abused. Fear, denial,
shame and blame take over. Even when families, neighbors, and medical
staff are taking care of the sick, and pastors are preaching compassion and
love, they may still say “it's a punishment of God” or secretly “he or she
deserves it.” These contradictions exist - but can be changed.

You know your own context - your country, your local community,
and your faith community - and if things are to change, the respon-
sibility begins with YOU.

STEP 1 - BEGIN WITH YOURSELF

What do YOU think about HIV and AIDS and about people living with
HIV and AIDS? What do you think about people who have contracted HIV
through sexual encounters, versus people who got the virus through an
infected blood transfusion? Do you know anybody living with the virus?
How would you react if someone disclosed to you that he or she is
infected with HIV? Would you eat the food they prepare, or let them hold
your baby? Would you dare to stop a friend who talks badly about a
person suspected to be HIV positive? Do you only talk about the horrors
of the epidemic without seeing all the efforts to halt it? Does this mean
that you contribute to stigma and discrimination? Think about it.

Are you HIV prejudiced as an employer? Does a person’s status affect their
job possibilities in your office? As a landlord, are your rental policies open
and non-discriminatory against people living with HIV and AIDS? As a
teacher, would you welcome HIV positive children into your classroom
and promote understading among the parents? As a nurse,
doctor, dentist, or other service provider, do
you give equal treatment to people living with
HIV and AIDS and provide health education
on treatment and prevention to all? How can we
address the difference between our good inten-
tions and the results of our actions? How can we
make a difference by changing our attitudes, lan-
guage and behavior? Bring these questions and
insights into discussions with your friends and
community.

STEP 2 - REACH OUT TO YOUR COMMUNITY

Do people gossip about those in your com-
munity who are living with HIV and AIDS?
Are people judged for being sick? Considered
unreliable at work? Do people stop buying
goods from someone with HIV or AIDS? Are
children treated badly in school because
their parents, or they themselves, are HIV
positive?  How can we change this?

What role can leaders in your community play to challenge stigma and
discrimination? Are there public places in your community where people
living with the virus can gather safely? Is there room for a display of
posters and materials about HIV and AIDS-related stigma? Work with
churches, schools, community groups and networks of people living with
HIV and AIDS in designing a participatory workshop. Use your valuable
local resources—stories of people in your community—as a starting
point. Analyze: Whose behavior needs to change? What are the behaviors
we would like to encourage? What are the key factors to influence this
change? Examine your community’s experience and talk about what
change is needed.

Establish contact with different groups and organizations within your
church or community such as local organizations working in the field of
HIV and AIDS, clinics, hospitals or associations of people living with HIV
and AIDS. Schools or universities may be useful for providing people,
facilities and expertise. Remember, networking is a two-way process.
Share information.

Talk with church leaders in your local parish or community – mobilize
others to make a difference.

Consider local sensitivities about the issue and develop an appropriate
and helpful plan to present the issue to your church or community group.

Who might misunderstand? Identify those who may be afraid of the issue
or strongly oppose discussing it. Try to understand their viewpoint and
work with them. Open discussions can be helpful, but cultural and
religious sensitivities must be considered. Listen carefully. Hear others’
opinions. Never force the discussion. Learning and change happen when
people are comfortable and feel their opinion is valid and understood.

In PAKISTAN, efforts are underway to involve children in the discus-
sion about HIV and AIDS-related stigma, despite a taboo in their
society about discussing these matters. Pakistan is a country bound
strongly by social and cultural taboos. There are many things that
people simply don’t do because it is considered wrong by society.
Breaking through the barriers about HIV and AIDS is very difficult in
the adult segment of society but easier at the school level. At this age,
children are eager to learn whatever they can and it is easy to
communicate with them.

STEP 3 - HELP YOUR CHURCH BECOME
A WELCOMING COMMUNITY TO
PEOPLE LIVING WITH HIV AND AIDS

Churches may be the most caring, and at the same time
the most excluding, group in the community. What
would it mean if your church were to take the impor-
tant step of naming itself an “HIV and AIDS Friendly
Church”? What would change? Discuss this with your
priest or pastor, and with members of your parish.

The church is living with HIV and AIDS. People living with HIV and

AIDS are in all faith communities. Form an inter-faith group in your
community to talk about the role and responsibility of faith communities
in combating stigma and discrimination. Provide safe spaces to allow for
a discussion about the relationship between stigma and the underlying
values and beliefs about sexuality, drug use, inequity and death.

Encourage your national church to provide support for educational
programs and training workshops to develop leadership on this issue.

STEP 4 - MAKE HIV AND AIDS A PART OF YOUR
WORSHIP LIFE

Pray for the church and all who are affected by HIV and AIDS. Use and
create special liturgies that express hope, welcome, and support for
people in fear and grief.

Encourage and support pastors and priests to preach about HIV and AIDS
with messages that are accurate, non-judgmental and welcoming.

In INDIA, church pastors talked about HIV and AIDS from the pulpit
because of the Global Poster Competition Against HIV and AIDS-
related Stigma and Discrimination, which was a step forward in a
hitherto “silent” church.

STEP 5 - COMMUNICATE CREATIVELY

In the battle against HIV and AIDS-related stigma, we must think creatively
and communicate in-depth information about HIV and AIDS, messages
of hope, and life-saving information through any means that work. Tell
people how HIV is not transmitted, what the difference is between HIV
and AIDS, and what it means to live with the disease. Consider how you
can do this in your community. Communicate through sermons and
articles, telling stories and in workshops, creating music and drama, and
reaching out through the media.

Drama entertains, educates, and provides an impetus for discussion with
the audience afterward. Is there a local story of stigma and discrimination
towards people living with HIV and AIDS that you or others in your group
or community might develop into a dramatic presentation? Are there
people living with HIV and AIDS who can help you make sure that this
story is told in a way that does not pass on further stigma? Could you
perform it in your church or in a school or theatre in your community?

In ARMENIA, following the National Poster Exhibition Opening
Ceremony, there was a premiere of a theatre performance entitled,“Let
Us Save the World from Stigma and Discrimination.” All the actors
were children and youth, and there was a lot of excitement about the
production and the performance.

Radio and TV reaches far beyond the normal educational
systems to non-literate audiences, often providing
information that they would not otherwise have. You
could work with existing talk shows on local radio or
TV to include a program about HIV and AIDS-
related stigma and discrimination. Or a short radio
or television documentary could be prepared in
collaboration with people living with HIV or AIDS
so that a large audience can benefit from it.

Exhibitions of posters or photographs can tell an important
story about HIV and AIDS and trigger dialogue about stigma and
discrimination. Exhibitions are most effective if they involve the viewer
in the process or the issue. Exhibitions can include a participatory element

such as speakers, demonstrations of the subject matter, places for the
viewer to comment, or materials for the viewer to carry away with them.
Consider staging your own exhibition of the international winners of the
Global Poster Competition Against HIV and AIDS-related Stigma and
Discrimination available at www.e-alliance.ch or on the CD-ROM listed in
the resources.

In INDIA, an All India Poster Exhibition was held in Nagpur from
22 – 24 September 2003, and later a mini-exhibition of the posters
was held in schools and colleges in the city. The exhibition was
photographed and will be printed in a book and a Powerpoint presen-
tation will be used widely. Posters were displayed at the World Social
Forum in Mumbai in January 2004.

STEP 6 - ADVOCATE FOR CHANGE

“Silence and inaction are not options for Christian communities. Injustice
and suffering compel action in a world that desperately needs people of
faith to creatively work together for change.”

-  E C U M E N I C A L  A D V O C A C Y  A L L I A N C E

Urge your church, local and national government to institute policies
and practices that provide proper care, treatment, and support for people
living with HIV and AIDS and respect their rights -- discouraging stigma
and prohibiting discrimination. Effective advocacy requires knowledge,
planning and passion about the issue. Following are some ideas for
positive change in the local and global community:

•  Collaborate with networks of people living with HIV and AIDS. Don’t
advocate for them, but with them.

•  One of the critical issues which requires a strong advocacy approach is
that of equal access to treatment for all. Understand the issues around
access to treatment for people living with HIV and AIDS in your commu-
nity and become involved in change if treatment is not available.

•  The fight against HIV and AIDS requires resources. Lobby your local
and national government for their pledge of a fair share of funds.

•  Examine your church policies on employment and leadership.Are these
policies that do not discriminate and provide enough protection for
people living with HIV and AIDS at their workplace? Help create change
if needed.

•  Reach out to the media so the story of faith-based efforts for change can
reach a wide audience.

•  Encourage leaders to be responsible role models and support stigma
reduction activities, such as volunteering for confidential HIV testing, so
that others can follow.

STEP 7 - CONTINUE TO LEARN

Accurate information and commitment are the best hope
for ending stigma and discrimination and for

controlling the epidemic. Keep abreast of new
information about HIV and AIDS and share the

facts about the risks of HIV and AIDS and the
impact it is having on communities.

The Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance Toolkits for the
Global Poster Competition (www.e-alliance.ch) provide a

wealth of information about basic facts on HIV and
AIDS, myths, stigma and discrimination, ideas for work-

shops, worship and theological reflection. Many other
resources are listed there, as well.

A vision without a
Task is but a dream,
A task without a
Vision is drudgery,
A vision with a task
Is the hope of the world.
CHURCH INSCRIPTION
SUSSEX, ENGLAND, 1730
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STEP 8 - BE POSITIVE ABOUT POSITIVE PEOPLE

Courageous people are standing up everywhere,
challenging the stigma and discrimination relat-
ed to HIV and AIDS. Highlight these stories and
involve people living with HIV and AIDS, our fam-
ilies and friends, in all aspects of advocacy and
planning. HIV positive people call for meaningful
involvement of HIV positive men, women and young
people at all meetings which affect our lives, whether at
local, national, regional or international level. This
means not just being asked to present a speech or tell our
own stories at meetings organized by others, but also

involvement behind the scenes -- in the planning of the
meeting. Make sure that issues of concern to positive
women, men, boys and girls are integrated in to the
agenda. Make a place at the table and put our issues on
the table!

Mobilize people to speak out about HIV and AIDS-
related stigma and discrimination! Give special
attention to the words that are used when you
speak or write about HIV and AIDS, to make sure

that they are inclusive and do not cause more hurt.

JOIN US. START TODAY.TAKE THE NEXT STEP.

Some helpful resources for planning your Next Steps

Signs of Hope – Steps for Change
CD-ROM by EAA (2003) - info@e-alliance.ch or www.e-alliance.ch

Church Leadership & HIV/AIDS: The New Commitment. Discussion Paper 001
by Gillian Paterson, EAA (2003) - (English, Spanish, French, Portuguese, Russian, Chinese, Kiswahili, Hindi, Thai)

Church, AIDS & Stigma. Discussion Paper 002
by Gillian Paterson, EAA (2003) - (English, Spanish, French, Portuguese, Russian, Chinese, Kiswahili, Hindi, Thai)

Understanding AIDS
by EAA (2003) - (English, French, Spanish)

Understanding HIV/AIDS Related Stigma and Discrimination
by UNAIDS/EAA (2002) - (English, French, Spanish)

Understanding and Challenging HIV Stigma: A Toolkit for Action
Change Project and ICRW (2003) - changeinfo@aed.org or http://www.changeproject.org/technical/hivaids/stigma.html

Reach Out: Show compassion to people living with HIV/AIDS today
The Compassion Program: How you and your group can help provide comfort
Pamphlet by the Christian Council for Ghana, Johns Hopkins University/Center for Communications Programs, Ghana Social Marketing Foundation
http://db.jhuccp.org/dbtw-wpd/images/imagebas/pdf/plgha195.pdf
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For positive change in attitudes that cause
HIV and AIDS-related stigma and discrimination
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