
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report : 28 stories of AIDS in Africa by Stephanie 

Nolen 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book.   

 ‘There are 28 million people living with HIV in Africa. Why should we care? Here, in 

28 stories, are 28 reasons why’. The book is written by Stephanie Nolen, a journalist 

who, having observed some of the impact that HIV/AIDS was having in Africa, 

persuaded her editors to let her write the book. It was published in 2007, and each of 

the 28 stories tells of the experience of one person in the context of AIDS in Africa. 

Almost all are HIV positive, many are AIDS activists/spokespersons, and the majority 

are women. The book describes issues affecting individual African countries, giving 

an insight into their history, politics and economy that the reader may well be 

unaware of, seeing ‘Africa’ as one homogeneous pot – which it certainly isn’t.  

World AIDS Day 2011 

The bookclub meeting took place on World AIDS Day 2011. Earlier in the day, we 

had hosted an event at the Manchester People’s History Museum where the MMU 

AIDS banner was displayed. The banner formed the central part of a month long 

exhibition intended to raise awareness about AIDS today.  The banner was produced 

in 2009, as a result of a collaboration between textile artist Lynn Setterington and 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


Professor of Microbiology Joanna Verran. The banner was designed by Lynn, and 

she led different community groups in the completion of the work, which totalled 

around 4ft square. 

The exhibition tells the story of the development and production of the banner, and 

provides examples of AIDS-related material – student art, films, information leaflets 

etc . The launch event attracted almost 50 people, some of whom had noticed its 

advertisement on the World AIDS Day website, and who included a visit to the 

exhibition as part of their World AIDS Day remembrance activities. Other visitors 

represented the community groups who had helped sew the banner, students and 

passers-by. It is important to maintain awareness of this infection, which is still of 

global significance despite major advances in treatment and management. 

Bookclub meeting 

The book is not the most entertaining to read, since each story reiterates the same 

message, albeit through slight variations. The gradual appearance of ARVs 

(antiretrovirals), consideration of microbicides, the treatment of pregnant women and 

reduction of AIDS in neonates, the spectre of resistance and the future of the millions 

of AIDS orphans as they become the adults of Africa, form some chronology to the 

stories, alongside the key findings made at the various AIDS conferences. One’s 

most significant reaction is to the conditions that the characters faced – including 

poverty, prejudice, lack of support, political situation, ignorance – particularly relating 

to the AIDS-deniers, and those who enjoy ‘live sex’ irrespective of the associated 

risks. Each story reinforced some aspect of these barriers. Many questions can be 

asked (as noted in the reading guide) that explore reactions to, and learning from, 

the stories.  

The epidemiology of HIV/AIDS is so fast moving that any book may rapidly become 

outdated. From its discovery in the early 1980s to its global significance, is only 30 

years. The critical situation in Africa described in the book is considerably improved 

today. The publication of the UNAIDS report for World AIDS Day notes ‘we are on 

the verge of a significant breakthrough in the AIDS response. The vision of a world 

with zero new HIV infections, zero discrimination and zero AIDS-related deaths has 

captured the imagination of diverse partners, stakeholders and people living with and 

affected by HIV’. 

Sub-Saharan Africa remains the region most heavily affected by HIV. In 2010 about 

68% of all people living with HIV resided in sub-Saharan Africa, a region with only 

12% of the global population. However, AIDS-related deaths have steadily 

decreased as free antiretroviral therapy has become more widely available. In 22 

sub-Saharan countries, HIV incidence declined by more than 25% between 2001 

and 2009, including some of the world’s largest epidemics in Ethiopia, Nigeria, South 

Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The report describes changes in the epidemiology of 

the disease in all of the countries described in the book. Key facts are that current 



efforts must be maintained – or significant investment could achieve more rapid 

success. Country-specific epidemiology ensures rational resource allocation. The 

strapline is ‘How to get to zero: faster, smarter, better’. 

These changes in prevalence and prospects over a short time period provide useful 

exercises for student learning.  The reading guide provides several questions that 

could utilise research, or discussion/debate – depending on curriculum, course and 

age of students. 

A class activity might entail the assignation of one story to each student in a class, 

with activities such as 

a. Telling the story in 2 minutes  

b. Write a Flash fact (300 word story précis) – as opposed to ‘flash fiction’ 

c. Write a Tweet, 140 characters 

d. Use Eeach story asa research project  and update on the country’s 

response to HIV/AIDS 

e. Pick out some chronologies (the AIDS conferences and key events) 

This was the third World AIDS Day bookclub event, and it was pleasing that this year 

there seems to be a positive movement towards a healthier world. 

Joanna Verran 


