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Unshackl i ng our mi ndsets

Sharon A. Bong
"I AMa person with AIDS and this is ny story."

Maznan with his sons, Zainal and Zainon (not their real names), aged
seven and ni ne respectively, poignhantly recounts how t hey were
systematically ostracised by their community in a northern State. And t hen
relocated through the intervention of the Ml aysian AIDS Council (MAC) at
Rumah Pengasi h, a therapeutic rehabilitation progranmre.

"l discovered | was infected seven years ago when | donated bl ood.
| mredi at el y upon confirmation (through bl ood tests), | brought ny w fe and
sons to be tested for HV. My wife and younger son tested H V positive.
had i nfected them

"A year and three nmonths ago, ny wife died. | was by her side. Since
then, nmy sons and | have been honel ess. Renting roons didn't work out as
| andl ords eventual ly found out about ny condition.

"I lost nmy job as a staff menber of a hospital. | tried all neans to
earn a living. | was a security guard for a primary school but was fired
by the PIBG (parent-teacher association). Washing cars and being a punp
attendant didn't work out too.

"Coming froma snmall town, people gossip to the extent that we were not
even served food at stalls. As a final resort, we sought refuge at the
masj i d.

"I had hoped that those who cane to pray woul d be synpathetic. But no
one bothered to give us any donation, or enquire about our welfare. Not

even when ny sons fell ill as a result of having to sleep in the rain
"I pleaded with the State's Welfare Departnent to provide alternative
shelter and other provisions. | couldn't bear it any |onger at the

masjid." (He breaks down at this point.) "There were too nany |ies being
spread about us. The villagers even resorted to spraying us with
i nsecticides, treating us like vermn.

"Once when | sought treatnent at the hospital, a matron pasted a notice
over my bed to announce to passers-by that I was H V positive. | was so
ashamed. | was thankful to a doctor who renoved it

"I tried many times but unsuccessfully to see the Menteri Besar to tel
hi mof our suffering. I do not doubt his | eadership. But those at the
bottomranks treated us badly. W were not allowed an audi ence with him

"I thank CGod every day that ny sons and | are at Rumah Pengasi h. The
doctors here take the touble to explain the nature of our infection to us.
Previ ously, ny sons could not understand why other chidren treated themso
badly. W finally feel accepted and have nmade friends."

Maznan's coping strategy in the face of such alienation has been an
unfl aggi ng devotion to God. That has preserved his sanity in the face of
tribul ati ons which he accepts as God's will. His commitnent to his sons is
his reason to endure and persevere.

Haji Mhd Yunus Pat hi Mbhd, the director of Rumah Pengasi h, MAC s
representative in "rescuing" Maznan and his sons, adnoni shes purportedly
religi ous peopl e who have behaved reprehensi bly by bei ng judgnental, thus
i rresponsi bl e and cal | ous.

"God i s conpassionate and does not inpose suffering for the hell of it.
Human bei ngs do not have the right to be doubly cruel. For afflictionis
puni shnment enough and the afflicted have been purified," professes Datin
Paduka Marina Mahathir, president of MAC and chairperson of the Ml aysian
Al DS Foundati on.



She stresses the urgent need for preventive, not nmerely curative
measures. The rel ocation of Maznan and his sons was necessitated by the
i nhumane living conditions they were subjected to. It was much nore
expedient to physically transport themto Rumah Pengasi h (Jal an Syers,
Kual a Lunpur), than to re-educate their community of abusers, she
expl ai ned.

Such interventive strategi es however justifiable, may unwittingly
per petuate the vicious cycle of ignorance and damati on, which transl ates
into a kind of "ethnic cleansing”. For those, whomthese i ssues renmain an
abstracti on, would rather purge PWH A (persons with HV and AIDS) from
their mdst and consci ences.

"Val ue every life, honour every death” is this year's thene for the 14th
I nternational AIDS Menorial Day (I AVD) to be celebrated on May 4. The
concerted efforts of activists such as the Mal aysian Al DS Council in
sensitising bigoted menbers of the Ml aysi an public against PA\HA is
unavoi dably, a tirel ess one

Fromthe first HV case detected in 1986, there is to date a total of
19,019 PWH A. And 498 i nfected peopl e have since died.

Publicity canpaigns include a three-day awareness and nobilisation
programre at Central Market in Kuala Lunmpur today, an AIDS FilmFestival
to be screened at the British Council (May 2 and 3) and an exhi bition of
art therapy work by PWH A at Gal eriwan in Bangsar, Kuala Lunmpur (Muy 3-
10).

The highlight is the International AIDS Menorial N ght 1997 Concert at
Dat aran Merdeka (May 4), to be comenorated by Culture, Arts and Tourism
M ni st er Datuk Sabbaruddin Chik. Al events are open to the public.

Adni ssion is free.

Parall el efforts are the 1997 AIDS Menorial and Mbilisation Day at | poh
Town Hall (May 4) by Health M nister Datuk Chua Jui Meng and a nati onwi de
canmpai gn to counsel doctors on the inpartial and sensitive treatnent of
PWH A to be | aunched by t he Mal aysi an Medi cal Associ ation (MW).

The initiative to be pro-active, in shedding one's stigmatisation of
PWH A, should be the collective reponsibility of all. Neither shoul d one
fall into the other extrenme of romanticising their plight.

My lasting inpressions of the above encounter is that of Maznan's
fortitude in sharing his story in spite of his vulnerability to public
exposure, hostility and repulsion. And the maturity of Zainon for whom
religion is a favourite subject in school despite the sanctinoni ous
attitudes of their previous conmmunity, particularly their extended famly
who were first to reject them

Especially heart-rending is young Zainal's anbition to be a policenman
when he grows up

Let us unshackl e our mindsets fromfear and hatred of those whose
suffering should nove us to conpassion and strength, inspire us to hope.

(END)
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