visit the most isolated families.
“Although my father had prejudiced
views, I came to know those people.”
Here is revealed the inner conflict
in Adams, and within America in
general. The distinction between “his
people” and “those people” is not
about regionalism or even his vocation
as a photographer. It's about class.

Class divisions hover around Appalachia,
thicker than any mountain mist, keep-
ing communities segregated, isolated
and poor. How could such poverty
exist in America the Great? This is
a harsh reality Adams seems unable
to acknowledge. Baichwal does not
push him on this issue, but rather
subtly constructs associations and
stark contrasts between what Adams
says and what he does. We under-
stand in Adams’s unconscious state-
ment about his past, minus the heavy
Kentucky drawl, that Adams will
never be one of them.

The true meaning of Baichwal’s film
is not exclusively rooted in the judg-
ment of Adams and his work, but
rather to understand what Adams
imagines his work to be. He has a
point of view; however, the unsettling
thing is that he doesn’t seem to be
able to acknowledge the true nature
of that point of view. “By getting in
there with the camera, by creating
some distortions, I'm hoping to make
everyone think.” That is a noble
thought, but like the “dramatic light-
ing events” Adams creates in his
work, at the expense of the dignity of
his subjects, might that not just be
part of the theatre? Baichwal allows
Adams to represent himself as a kind
of crusader for Appalachia, but
through her subtle use of structure,
we realize that the nature of this sal-
vation is unclear. In the end, Adams
will be the only one looking for abso-
lution. As another critic acutely
observes: “Where’s the new learning?
Where’s the opening here for people
to learn more about these folks? This
is deploying so many stereotypes that

simply reaffirm that the poverty of
the Appalachian is that person’s own
fault; after all it’s got to do with cen-
turies of violence, inbreeding, moon-
shining, laziness and bad genes and
bad socialization. I don’t have to
worry about it. They're doing it to
themselves.”

The final shot in the film is a wide
angle of a footbridge. Adams walks
into frame, begins his way across the
bridge in slow motion and then fades
into nothing. It’s a poetic moment.
Our elusive guide exits Appalachia
just as he entered it, through some
imaginary bridge of his own creation.

Kathleen Cummins
Kathleen Cummins is a freelance writer and
independent filmmaker. Her shorts have been
screened and broadeast internationally. She isa
frequent contributor to Take One.
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Lifecycles: A Story of AIDS in Malawi
is an intelligent and clear—eyed look
at the plague that is devastating
sub—Saharan Africa. For Westerners,

whose minds have been conditioned
by the 30-second sound bite, AIDS
is yesterday’s news. There was, it
seemed, a flurry of celebrity deaths in
the 1990s, a short surge of activism, a
brief flirtation with miracle cures
subsiding to the tedium of long-term
medication and then the West moved
on to other things. To watch the con-
tinual promiscuous drivel that comes
out of television—Friends, Sex in the
City, et al—you’d think that AIDS
had never happened, or that a cure
really had been found and announced
while we were watching another
sexual farce.

But AIDS has not gone away. In the
West it is only sleeping, gone under-
cover as it were, or at least under the
media’s radar. But in Africa it is a
barefaced and relentless killer, wiping
out an entire generation of that con-
tinent’s professional class and taking
the best efforts to reduce infant mor-
tality and increase life expectancy
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of the last 50 years and reversing
them to zero in a single decade.
Directors Doug Karr and Sierra
Bellows do not attempt to chronicle
this depressing tragedy, nor is their
documentary designed to elicit the
transitory emotions of monetary
compassion and benign self-interest
that characterize Western response
to Third World dilemmas. Instead,
they have sought to examine the
African solutions to this pandemic
and sketch for us a view of the
African perspective on the future of
AIDS.

Choosing Malawi (a relatively small
former British colony bordered by
Zambia to the west, Mozambique to
the south and east and Tanzania to
the north) as the vantage point to
launch this investigation was either
insightful or fortuitous. Malawi is not
the worst—case scenario, Robert
Mugabe’s Zimbabwe holds that dubi-
ous distinction. Nor has it, like
Uganda to the north, begun to see
any noticeable downturn in the hor-
rendous numbers of HIV/AIDS
patients: an estimated 30 per cent of
Malawi’s 10 million people are HIV
positive. As such Malawi represents
the critical, but not yet terminal, face
of AIDS in Africa. Further, there are
no interracial or intra-political con-
flicts in Malawi to cloud the medical
and social picture. Malawi is a
remarkably peaceful society, at war
neither with itself nor its neighbours.
What you get when you look at
AIDS in Malawi is the raw, undis-

guised face of a vicious killer and the

heroic effort of those who seek to
combat it.

They are a motley crew to be sure:
prostitutes and farmers, politicians
and widows, witch doctors and mis-
sionaries, all fighting a common
enemy with whatever tools they have
at their disposal, and a laughably
inadequate armoury it is. We meet
Dr. Stephan Luftl, head of Internal
Medicine at Lilongwe Central Hospital,
who notes that he has enough AIDS
medication to treat 37 patients who
can afford its cost. For the rest, the
price that an AIDS patent in the
West can afford is equivalent to a
year’s wages. There is anger and bit-
terness with the West over this
inequity, but there is also resignation,
merely another blow to a continent
much maligned and forgotten.

We meet Maggie, an ordinary house-
wife until her husband died of AIDS.
Her in-laws inherited his property, a
common African practice, and she
was forced into prostitution to make
a living. She offers condoms to her
clients, but most refuse, or if they
accept, pay for her services at a greatly
reduced rate. She tells her story
stoically, without elaboration, and we
are left to sketch in the inevitable
results of her attempt to make a
livelihood in the midst of such grind-
ing poverty. We hear the Honourable
Akele Banda, Malawi’s minister of
health, in his impeccable Oxford
English, describe to us the parame-
ters of a gender—oriented society,
where women are expected to be sub-
missive to male demands for sex,
where the word “no” indicates shy-
ness, not intent, and where abuse of
positions of power, such as those held
by teachers and politicians, for sexual
purposes has led to a decimation in
the ranks of these professions.

But despite the enormity of the prob-
lem, there are those who hope, and

put feet to their good intentions. We
meet Florence Nalibwe, a mother of
three, infected by her husband and
now HIV positive, who refused to
sleep with her husband after her diag-
nosis unless he wore a condom so that
she would not bring HIV-infected
children into the world. In the face of
her humble determinadon, her hus-
band left her and married another
woman. Florence is now raising her
three uninfected children on her own.
We meet Mac Mahone, a young man
also HIV positive, who tells of how
his experience with AIDS has taught
him to live life more responsibly and
positively; who states with quiet pride
that after living HIV positive for 10
years, he has infected no one, and
how he has great hope for his country
now that people have begun to speak
openly of this once silent killer.

But in Malawi, much ignorance
remains. Some churches oppose the
distribution of condoms, fearing that
they promote promiscuity. Witch
doctors continue to spread false dec-
larations not only of cures, but even
of the etiology of the disease, claim-
ing that AIDS is a result of bewitch-
ment. Poverty drives many to prosti-
tution, and in Malawi prostitutes are
70 to 90 per cent HIV positive.

Such is the often alarming and some-
times hopeful picture that Karr and
Bellows paint for us of AIDS in
Africa. It is a thoughtful and disturb-
ing look at the causes and effects of
this devastating plague, offered to us
without editorializing or sentimen-
tality. The West would do well to
consider how Africa, at present the
front line of the battle against AIDS,
deals with this scourge. We in the
West have not yet seen the end of it.

Stephen Wise
Stephen Wise has taught on four continents
and aims to complete the set while it's still
available. His most vecent assignmient was in
Lilongwe, Malawi.
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