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Battling HIV, Mexican women reclaim sexuality in photo shoot

MEXICO CITY: Rocio Ramirez (pic)
poses for a portrait with a colorful
Mexican shawl covering one side of her
near naked body, revealing her erotic
side to prove that HIV has not robbed
her sexuality and self-esteem.

Smiling with straight black hair for
another shot, Ramirez holds a female
condom as part of a photographic
workshop to show that women with
HIV/AIDS can still feel beautiful despite
the virus and the side effects of their
treatment.

‘Ramirez said she decided to bare
alfnost all during the event titled “On
eroticism, and a bit more” in order to
“reduce the discrimination against
women who live with HIV. ”

Organized in late October by the
group Comprehensive Health for
Women (SIPAM), a dozen women -
activists who carry the HIV virus - were
prepared for the cameras by stylists
and make-up artists.

The stigma of carrying HIV is not the
only thing haunting them. ¢

Ramirez has been taking antiretrovi-
ral drugs since 1997 to combat the
virus. But the treatment can cause
lipodystrophy in some people, a condi-
tion in which deposits of fat appear in
various areas of the body.

The fat can appear around the

abdomen and in the back of the neck,
an effect called “buffalo hump. ”

The aim of the pictures, which will
be displayed at the city’s National
Human Rights Commission, is to build
up the self-esteem of women whose
stories are “always a bit of tragedy, ”
said Alejandrina Garcia, coordinator of
SIPAM’s Women and HIV program.

Most Mexican women who have HIV |

are monegamous married housewives,
she said.
They are often infected by their hus-

bands and only find out that they have

the virus when the man or one of their
children become sick or die of AIDS,
Garcia said. Sometimes they learn that

they have HIV during pregnancy.

Roselia Vargas, a 57-year-old grand-
mother, discovered she had HIV in
1998 when her husband was tested
after falling seriously ill.

“I didn’t have information. I knew
it was something deadly and I had even
heard on the radio that it could be con-
tracted with a mosquito bite,” said
Vargas, who wore a long white dress for
her photo session.

Despite her husband’s infidelity,
and her own health problems, Vargas
cared for him until he died because he
was “the love of my life.” '

“I accompanied him because I loved
him very much and I didn’t want him
to die alone,” she said, adding that she’
did it for her daughters too.

More than 147,000 Mexicans were
HIV-positive last year and another
9,600 people are expected to contract
the virus this year, according to the
National Center for the Prevention and
Control of HIV[AIDS. :

Mexican men account for 75 percent
of HIV cases.

David Alvarado, president of the
Mexicah Foundation Against AIDS, said
Mexican women are often at risk
because “they don’t always have the
ability to negotiate the use of a con-
dom with their partner.” - AFP
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