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The International Community of Women Living with HIV/AIDS (ICW) 

8 MYTHS ABOUT WOMEN and HIV/AIDS

1. I don’t need to worry about HIV: I’m married.


Unfortunately many of our members know otherwise. Over 80% of women living with HIV in India are thought to have been infected by their husbands. In England, British grandmothers in their 50s and 60s have been shocked to discover their HIV status after a life-long commitment to their husbands. These are for all kinds of social and economic reasons, relating to gendered roles of men and women in our societies.

· Marriage is no automatic protection against HIV.

2. I don’t need to worry about that stuff: my boyfriend loves me and I trust him – he wouldn’t do something like that to me. 

Again, our members have learnt that assuming trust is like skating on thin ice: you don’t know how thin it is ‘til you fall through. Our magazines are full of images of romance and happily-ever-after-stories, which deny the importance of good  communications and the solid work which is involved in ensuring that relationships are genuinely based on mutual respect. Young women especially are vulnerable to these stories and, even if they start a new sexual relationship by using a condom, after a month or so they often think that they know their partner well enough and can then stop using them.

· Loving someone is no protection against sexually transmitted infections or HIV. Again our members have learnt this the hard way. If someone loves you, they should take these issues seriously. Mutual trust is something which requires honesty, openness and hard work. Life is not a fairy tale, no matter how much we would like it to be.

3. I couldn’t be HIV positive: I’m fit and healthy – I would know if I had that virus.

HIV often does not start making people ill until the virus has already been in their bodies for some years. There is no way you can tell whether you have – or whether someone else has – HIV or not, just by looking at them.  

· The only way to make sure you don’t have HIV is to have a negative test, and a second one 3 months later – with no risky activities in between.

4.   Only prostitutes and druggies get HIV – I’m not one of them – and I’d never go out with one of them!


HIV is no judge of an individual’s behaviour. Sex workers and drug users around the world have done much to limit the risk of their own HIV infection, or of possible risk to others, by practising safer sex and using clean needles. Sometimes, though, this is difficult, because of the high cost of condoms, or

because their clients pay more for sex without condoms and they can’t afford to insist: or it can be impossible to get hold of clean works. It is common around the world to blame others for HIV, but this is no more effective than an ostrich burying her head in the ground. What’s more, many people who use drugs or earn their income through sex work keep this secret from others, especially those closest to them, because they know how quickly society would reject them, without stopping to find out more.

· People with HIV, including our own members, come from all walks of life, rich and poor, professional and manual labourers. HIV is not prejudiced. It can affect us all.

5. Only people from foreign countries have HIV – I’m careful who I have sex with.

HIV does not respect national boundaries either. Around the world, people in popular tourist destinations also blame foreigners for bringing HIV to their lands. HIV is more common in some countries than others, but the ingredients which cause the spread of HIV and fan the pandemic – such as unprotected sex with multiple partners, unsafe sex with your regular partner, domestic violence, divorce, unemployment and business travel - are common in all countries.   

· People with HIV live in all countries in the world and the numbers of girls and women becoming infected with HIV are increasing everywhere.

6. People with HIV are sinners: everyone knows that’s God’s judgement on them.


Fortunately, this attitude is changing, as faith-based organisations around the world challenge their own assumptions about what HIV and AIDS mean to the world, and as they realise that many of their own leaders, their followers and their families are also HIV positive. In the words of one bishop: “for us, an

encounter with people with HIV should be a moment of grace – an opportunity for us to be Christ’s compassionate presence to them as well as to experience His presence in them”. (Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines 1993.)   

· No-one deserves to be infected with HIV, irrespective of who they are or what they have done in life. The use of the term “innocent victim” suggests that others who are HIV positive are somehow to blame for their infection. This is rarely the case. The vast majority of people who infect others with the virus do so unknowingly and unintentionally.

7. Once you get HIV, that’s it, you might as well give up, you’re going to die, and so will your children.


The answer to this depends on where you live – if you live in a more economically developed country, it is now often possible to take drugs which keep the virus under control, and it is possible for you to have a child without passing on the virus..… but it’s still no party being positive. There can be various unpleasant side-effects to the drugs, no-one yet knows their long-term effect on the body – and you still have to cope with society’s attitudes towards you. 

If you live in a less economically developed country, the picture still looks very bad. There are 19 million women and girls worldwide with HIV, and less than 10% have access to the life-saving drugs which they need. Last year over 1 million women died from AIDS-related illness. Many more have had to give up work to look after sick relatives and themselves also. Just imagine what effect the lack of access to drugs has had not only on their own lives, but also on those of their communities and families.

· The world needs to wake up fast, not to the cost of providing drugs to everyone who needs them around the world, but to the cost to the world of not providing these drugs.

8. If I get HIV, even if I get the drugs and stay alive, I’ll never be able to tell anyone about it – everyone will reject me.


Many women with HIV experience violence and rejection, and are thrown out by their families when it is discovered that they are HIV positive. They are often – incorrectly – blamed for bringing the virus into the family, since they are often the first to be tested, for instance at ante-natal clinic. 

· People with leprosy or TB also used to be rejected by their communities before drugs became available to treat them. Rejection and violence are often fuelled by fear and lack of knowledge. Women often tell their families and friends last for fear of rejection from those whose support they need most. But the best protection against rejection is knowledge. Those of us who have managed to go public about our status have often experienced a huge sense of relief in doing so – but only when we have supportive family and friends around us. We can all do something to improve our own understanding of what HIV is – and what it isn’t – and of how we can support those around us who are already living with HIV.
About us - ICW is honoured and proud to be the only international network which strives to share with the global community the experiences, views and contributions of 19 million incredible women worldwide, who are also HIV positive. Our members contribute to the economies and communities of all the continents of the world. Through working together, we campaign at international and regional level around three key areas which significantly affect our lives …

a) gender equity

b) global access to care and treatment

c) a meaningful involvement in all the decisions which affect our lives
If you would like to learn more about HIV and how it affects women’s lives, or if you would like to learn more about the work that ICW does around the world, please contact us: 

International Community of Women Living with HIV/AIDS (ICW)
Unit 6, Building 1, Canonbury Business Centre, Canonbury Yard

190a New North Road

London, N1 7BJ, United Kingdom 
Tel: +44 (0) 20 7704 0606, Fax: +44 (0) 20 7704 8070

Email: info@icw.org, URL: www.icw.org
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