Fighting the HIV stigma: Jahnavi's way

As part of her campaign to break the stigma attached to those suffering from the disease, a woman AIDS activist decided to contest in the Legislative Assembly elections in the Indian state of Assam. Despite suffering a setback, the activist continues to pursue her awareness campaign.
Nava Thakuria 
_______________________________________________________________________________________

THE stigma that attached itself to Jahnavi 10 years back still persists. So when the HIV-infected Assamese woman wanted to contest in the state elections (scheduled for 3 and 10 April 2006) on a Congress party ticket, that embarrassment emerged again. Jahnavi was told once more that being HIV-positive, she could have nothing to do with elections or subsequent schemes she might have planned for the thousands of infected people in northeast India. 

Jahnavi Goswami, 30, an HIV-infected woman from Assam in northeast India, had gotten ready to introduce herself as a candidate in the polls for the state's 126-member Legislative Assembly. Assured of a Congress ticket by both the state chief minister Tarun Gogoi and the state Congress president Bhubaneswar Kalita, Jahnavi was projected to take on Prafulla Kumar Mahanta, the sitting Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) in Barhampur constituency under Nagaon district. The constituency, which was regarded as a stronghold for former chief minister Mahanta, was thus geared up to witness a battle between a political heavyweight and a novice like Jahnavi.

The young lady preferred the Barhampur constituency as it was her home district. Moreover, Jahnavi is the niece of Nripen Goswami, a senior Congress leader and a former Member of Parliament. She claimed that the Congress party was no stranger to her. 'In fact, I was born in that ambience and thoroughly influenced by the activities of Congress since my childhood,' claimed Jahnavi. 

But her hopes were not to be realised. Jahnavi did not qualify in the candidatures' scrutiny for the ruling Congress. 'I was denied ticket because of my physical (HIV-positive) status. But initially both the leaders (Mr Gogoi and Mr Kalita) assured me of a Congress ticket. Anyhow it is really disappointing,' said Jahnavi. 

Jahnavi, in fact, is the first woman in India to declare her positive physical status. She has been living with the virus for more than 10 years now. Born in Kampur (Nagaon), Jahnavi married at the age of 18, in 1994. After two years, her husband, a businessman in Guwahati, died. Jahnavi was shattered when she learned that her husband, who died of AIDS, had also infected her. However, that was not the end of her troubles. Soon after her husband's death, Jahnavi's in-laws threw her out of their house and she was forced to go back to her parents' home in Nagaon. Her in-laws did not even let her take her daughter, Kastorika, or her possessions. It was only after the intervention of the court that her in-laws returned her possessions and Kastorika. But Kastorika too died, since she had been infected. 

Raising awareness

Unlike many people who opt for a life of anonymity, Jahnavi decided to actively promote a campaign for HIV/AIDS awareness. It has become her life's mission. She joined the government-run Assam State AIDS Control Society (ASACS) as a counsellor and shifted to Guwahati. But she found the going tough, because of the attitudes of the people and their prejudices, and it became difficult for her to find a rented house in Guwahati. Later, however, state chief minister Gogoi allotted her a government flat in 2003. 

Meanwhile, in 2002, Jahnavi formed her own organisation, the Assam Network of Positive People (ANPP), with the aim of building  the capacity and skills of people living with the virus and also of creating an enabling environment for them to live in the society. 'We formed ANPP with the help of Manipur Network of Positive People. Our primary objective is to provide support to all people living with HIV/AIDS in Assam. They have also started a drop-in centre where they provide free counselling and medicinal support to the patients. ANPP also provides referral services and free medical check-ups,' she said. Jahnavi now undertakes regular visits to different parts of the country, talking to people, attending seminars and participating in demonstrations demanding life for people with HIV/AIDS. She says she inspires others through her own example. 

There are more than 100,000 HIV-positive patients living in the northeast and 10 of them had already died of AIDS. Jahnavi says women with HIV/AIDS get a raw deal in Assam. 'Most of the infected women are very young. The married women don't get support from their in-laws and are even rejected by their own parents. They face a lot of discrimination in society. Many people still believe that any woman who is HIV-positive is of loose character,' says Jahnavi. Today the brave lady insists, 'Go for a blood test before marriage. It is more important than matching the kundalis (horoscopes) for the bride and groom.'

Jahnavi joined the Congress with the aim of standing for election. She declared that she took up the challenge 'for the cause of the HIV-infected and also for [my] mission that can save hundreds and thousands of people from getting infected', as she believes that 'one needs power and influence to do good works under the present political system'. 

But if, for any reason, it does not materialise, Jahnavi has not lost sight of her underlying mission. 'As I have been living with the virus for the past 10 years, I know how cruel society is to people like us. I declared my HIV status only with an aim to help hundreds of others to come forward and fight the menace and also to make the general public more aware.' 

And 'until my last breath', Jahnavi reaffirmed, 'I will continue my awareness campaign.' 

Nava Thakuria is a freelance journalist based in northeast India.
Third World Resurgence No. 187, March 2006
PAGE  
2

