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Drawi ng Muslim |l eaders into fight against AIDS

Ani za Dami s
RELI G QUS and secul ar organi sati ons working together to fight the scourge
of HIV/ Al DS? | npossi bl e.

But isn't the problem of H V/ AIDS sufficiently big enough to warrant a
truce, so that a conprehensive solution fromall parties can be found?

If the hoo-ha at the recent Second International Mislim Leaders
Consultation (IM.C) on HHVAIDS is anything to go by, the answer is: not
quite, yet.

What began as an objection to the contents of a presenter's paper
snowbal l ed into a week-1ong argunment between the conservatives and the
i berals about how the problem should be tackled, what the problemis, and
whose solution is Islamc.

Meanwhi | e, non-governmental organisations, social workers, healthcare
wor kers and people living with H V/ AIDS (PLWHA) stood in the sidelines and
shook their heads in disbelief.

Meanwhi l e, too, outside in the real world, nore people were being
infected. CGoing by last year's figures, 19 people are infected every day
in Ml aysia.

"Al'l sectors of society need to work together to effectively manage the
H V/ Al DS pandenic. Leaving any gaps would allow the virus to get through
and spread," says Ml aysian AIDS Council (MAC) president Datin Paduka
Mari na Mahathir.

And, since Malaysia is a country where religion is inportant, I|eaving
out the religious sector would be a major om ssion.

"When we go out on the field, religious questions pop up, and, even
t hough we have the know edge to answer, since we are not the ul amas, we
are seen as not qualified to do so," says Mari na.

"People want answers from their religious |eaders. These |eaders nust
cone down to the ground. O herw se, people will get the perception that
the ul amas are uncaring."

In Mal aysia, says Marina, the response to the epidem c has been sl ower
than in African countries, partly because the country is at |east 10 years

behind in infection levels, and partly because it is still invisible, so
people don't realise the inportance of setting up a conprehensive
response.

At |least one heartening sign fromthe IM.C was that the event was co-
organi sed by MAC and the Islanic Devel opment Departnent (Jakin.

Yet even with such a solid new partner, it will not be easy to change
the perceptions that many people have of the disease.

Forenmost in the minds of sone religious |eaders are issues of sexual
orientation, illicit sex, condons, needles and the "guilt" or "innocence"
of an H V/ AIDS sufferer.

"SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrone) is easier to deal with than
H V/ AI DS because it is not associated with the stigma of sex," says
Di sease Control Division (A DS/ STlI) deputy director Datuk Dr Fai sal
| brahi m

But, nmedically, it is a virus, an infectious disease, just |ike SARS.
Yet, people don't react in the same way to H V/ AIDS sufferers as they do
to people with SARS.

Yet, when it is seen as a public health issue, few people have probl ens
wi th condons and clean needles for intravenous drugusers (IDUs).

"I'n dispensing my duties, | don't get any trouble from religious bodies



because they know that | am doi ng
public health work," says Dr Fai sal

But when it is seen as a noral issue, then all of a sudden, it is not
enough to solve the problem of the here-and-now,

The belief is that "the ends can never justify the neans". Even when a
condomis used for health safety reasons, in an illegal sexua
rel ationship, which is conpletely forbidden in Islam it is haram

"That's because they don't want to be seen as bersubahat (abetting the
crime), and that's conpletely understandable,” says Khartini Slamah, a
consul tant on H V/ AIDS specialising in sex workers.

NGO officials like Khartini know that it would be too nmuch to expect
religious organisations or leaders to push for condomuse in non-marital
rel ati onshi ps.

O even for imans and ul amas thenselves to give it out (to narried
coupl es).

"W are a conservative society and we cling to our traditions and
religion very tightly. W have to understand that," says Kharti ni

"At the sanme tine, for the sake of public health, | hope that religious
| eaders won't try to stop us or tell people not to use condons."

Dr Faisal agrees. "The condomis just a tool to prevent infection.

"As a Muslim | would like to tell ny peers that we have to fear God
But if you are not afraid of God, then at |east be afraid of the virus!"
Interestingly enough, while condom use outside of nmarriage is seen as
haram (forbi dden), the supplying of clean needles to drug users is not.

Because of the high rate of drug users and infection through
contami nated needles in Ml aysia, there is actually a consideration to
supply the needl es.

"As the situation is rather grave here, and as there is no solution in
sight to the drug problem the strategy to supply clean needl es can be
seriously | ooked into," says National Fatwa Council chairnman Datuk Dr
[ smail | brahim

Yet, drug use in Islamis haram How can this be so, unless drugs are
not seen as a "noral issue"?

Sonme religious people at the I MC even refused to discuss the issue of
ot her sexual orientations (l|esbians, bisexuals, gays and transgenders)
because they felt that as such activities were wong, they shouldn't be
di scussed.

"But they are there. You don't have to accept them just acknow edge
that they exist,"” says Khartini, herself a transgender.

"Not acknow edging them won't solve the H V/ AIDS problem"

Dr Faisal agrees. "Wen we | ook at the H V+ person, we |look at the
di sease.

"It's the same as a notorcycle accident: we don't judge them on whether
they were riding recklessly - we treat their wounds."

Khartini believes that people need to understand that H V/AIDS is nore
than just a health issue. It could develop into a economc, social and
devel opnent problem too.

Besides the cost to the nation in terns of health care, there is also
the issue of lost human resource. The death of breadw nners brings
econoni ¢ and social disruption to famlies, and when parents or adults in
a fanmly die, orphans are left to fend for thenselves.

I n sub- Saharan Africa, where so many young people of working age are
infected, the spectre of enpty offices is very real

"Tal king at the mnbar (pulpit) of the nmpbsque is not good enough," says
Dr Faisal. "It's all very well to say that I|slam has the answer, but
Muslins so far do not provide solutions.”

Dr Faisal believes religious organisations should | ook after the welfare



of the AIDS orphans, and the wives and children of nen who have died of
Al DS.

"We | ook after the nedical side, but when they |eave the hospital
soci ety nmust provide a support system" he says.

Rel i gi ous | eaders should also put pressure on pharnaceutical conpanies
to reduce the price of H V/ AlDS nedication, and arrange for Baitul mal and
zakat noney to be nade available to people who need Al DS nedication, which
costs RWB50 per nonth.

Marina says the Paediatrics AIDS Fund gets a |lot of noney because people
think that children are innocent victins but people are less willing to
give to adult sufferers because they are not seen as "innocent".

VWhat people don't realise is that innocent children, whether positive or
negative, will be affected if their H V-positive parents don't get the
support and nedi cation they need to survive

Sone peopl e even discrininate agai nst the non-infected children of H V-
positive parents.

"If people are truly religious, this would not happen. For instance, to
date, only two of our AIDS babies have been adopted. Were then, is the
care for the innocents?" asks Marina.

Khartini, too, believes that religious organisations can help |essen
soci al probl ens.

"Don't just conplain about sex workers. Look into the demand - the nen
that go to sex workers.

"And, instead of condeming sex workers, look into why they are there -
extrenme poverty. It is wong for a Muslimto go to bed at night if his
nei ghbour is hungry.

"If every person was a true Muslim then no one would have to prostitute
t hensel ves because of poverty."

Rel i gi ous | eaders can get other organisations or the private sector to
provide capacity building - to give the sex workers an opportunity for a
decent livelihood in other occupations.

"But not sewi ng nachines. Wth proper training, ex-sex workers have a
hi gher potential to contribute to the workforce other than being
seanstresses," says Khartini

And if religious leaders are failing in their duty, then lay people
shoul d question their ulamas to account for the neglect, says Mrina
"Preserving life is preserving religion."
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