The 'linchpins of life' are dying

It's too late for her aunt and her aunt's children, but Lucy Oriang' wants the UN and her government to recognize that when AIDS strikes women, it cuts deeply and devastatingly into family and community
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We buried my "small mother" just about a month ago. Though she was my aunt, and I refer to her by a title that carries a lot of weight in my community, she was younger than me by far. We mourned hard, the intense agony brought on by the fact that she had died a mere three months -- almost to the day -- after her husband, my father's youngest brother.

Weighing heavily on our minds were their two small daughters now walking about shattered, often with their sickly baby brother on their backs. It is soul-destroying to watch a loved one die a little day by day, hour by hour. It was a cruel fate that my small mother suffered. Lying there haplessly as you wait to die is a terrifying experience. It is made worse when you are uncertain about what the future holds for your children.

You could almost touch the fear in her eyes, the helplessness as it became clear to her and everyone else that this woman not more than 28 would soon join the long list of relatives who had been felled by AIDS.

She had every reason to fear -- and we along with her -- not least because these children, orphaned so early in life, would grow up with little memory of their mother's special love.

My small mother had almost nothing left by the time she died. Much of their meagre income had been spent on needle jabs for all manner of opportunistic illnesses that had dogged their lives in the past few years.

Taking care of her dying husband had left little time or energy to till their land and feed the family. Besides, she had her own aches and pains to worry about. There were times when neither of them left their hut for days on end.

Indeed, the past six months had come down to virtual dependence on relatives who had become all too familiar with the death-watch routine.

This is the bare face of AIDS in Africa. It doesn't get any easier to accept with time. It is a tale of devastation, especially for women, the linchpins of life in the family and community.

There is a lot of talk of men as heads of households. It is often just a figure of speech here. Women in the village bear a heavy burden when it comes to AIDS and the battle for survival.

Ironically, my small mother died just as free anti-retroviral drugs finally arrived at the local government dispensary. They came too late for her, but she wouldn't have been bothered anyway. She was more comfortable with the injections of antibiotics she had become accustomed to in the days when her husband had a job. She couldn't be sure that this new-fangled stuff would offer the relief she so desperately craved.

African women continue to die of AIDS for reasons that are hard to understand when you don't live the experience, and even harder to accept when you do.

It is the story of young women dropping out of school for lack of fees. Without any skills to speak of, many take to the streets to provide for themselves -- and maybe even pay fees for their brothers.

In sub-Saharan Africa, on average, young women between the ages of 15 and 24 are three times as likely to be infected with HIV as men of the same age. In my own country, Kenya, the ratio of girls to boys between the ages of 15 and 19 infected with HIV is almost 6 to 1 in some areas.

The fate of African women is, more often than not, sealed by a cultural milieu that dictates that they marry young. This translates into little or no power to negotiate safer sex.

They can't choose when and how to have sex, or even sometimes with whom. God forbid that they demand that their partners use condoms, even when they know full well that their partners have been unfaithful.

Though women work the land, they never own it and, therefore, have no control over the means of production. Should they return to the homes where they grew up, they can expect to be turfed out by the true owners of the family land -- their brothers.

If the international community is truly committed to finding a solution to the HIV/AIDS crisis in Africa, there is little choice but to invest in giving women the clout to make demands of their men.

Changing the lives of women in Africa calls for more than the tinkering that we have become accustomed to from our governments. Yet even the United Nations -- which one would expect to take the lead, given its vantage point -- stands accused of talking too much and committing too little to ensuring real change in the circumstances of women in developing nations.

It faithfully marks this-and-that anniversary of this-and-that conference and claims to champion women's rights, yet its lead agency for women, UNIFEM, is often perceived as a spare wheel -- with not enough funding or influence within the UN system to tackle the task at hand head-on.

The progress of African women is painfully slow. Sometimes, it seems like a question of one step forward and two backwards. True, there are more women in leadership in Africa these days. Yet this is still a drop in the ocean when it comes to guaranteeing the radical changes necessary to fast-track improvements to women's lives.

The United Nations is in prime position to be the wind behind the many efforts that African women are making to improve their status -- and their lives. It can, and should, take the long view of progress for women in our lifetime, and pour resources into a stronger agency to push the women's agenda.

It is too late to do anything for my small mother -- and this despite the fact that it has been 31 years since International Women's Year. But there's no reason why we shouldn't secure the rights of her two small daughters.

Lucy Oriang' is the managing editor in charge of magazines at the Nairobi-based Nation Media Group. She is also the editor of Africawoman, a virtual newspaper produced by women journalists in eight African countries.

BEYOND THE ABCS

ABSTAIN.

BE FAITHFUL. CONDOMIZE.

The mainstay of HIV/AIDS prevention strategies in Africa is ABC, abstinence, be faithful, use condoms. But the approach is neither relevant nor enough, especially for women: Not everyone wants to abstain from sex, and abstinence doesn't work for married women. Many women are faithful and think they are in monogamous relationships, only to become infected by non-monogomous partners. And if you want to have a family, you wouldn't use a condom. ABC is not enough.
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Anti-retroviral treatment

ARV drugs have had a dramatic impact on the quality of life for those living with HIV/AIDS. In Africa, however, fewer than 20 per cent of those who need ARVs are getting them.

Ran with fact box "Beyond the ABCs", which has been appended to the story.
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