
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report : Film screening and discussion 

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.   

World AIDS Day 2014 

This year marked a departure from our usual bookclub discussion. We had a private 

screening of the 2013 movie, ‘How to Survive a Plague’,  reviewed some of the 

books we had already read concerning HIV/AIDS, and looked at other 

publications/outputs. 

The film provides contemporary footage of a number of AIDS activists through the 

worst years of the pandemic, before an effective treatment was available. It was not 

always easy watching: significant illness and death, confrontational exchanges 

between the (essentially) single-issue activists, and politicians, scientists, doctors. It 

was interesting that we were essentially unaware of the struggles that took place in 

which people with AIDS were lobbying for more drugs to be tested and licensed 

more quickly, more clarity with clinical trials, consultation with patient groups. Indeed, 

the more ‘accessible’ movie, ‘Dallas Buyers’ Club’ addressed some of those issues 

as well.  

The ‘Tales of the City’ series of novels by Armistead Maupin provide a different angle 

to the impact of the AIDS pandemic on a group of friends in San Francisco. AIDS 

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


inevitably played a part in the stories in the series, which was written from the late 

1970s through the 1980s, as the pandemic progressed and eventually treatment was 

identified. The characters in the stories are very well drawn, and everyone enjoyed 

reading them. ‘Babycakes’ has one of the first mentions of AIDS in a contemporary 

novel.  

In previous years, we have read Dorian, Dracula, AIDS Sutra and 28 stories of AIDS 

in Africa. The epidemiology of the pandemic has changed significantly over the 

years, but we felt that it was very important to remember the impact of this new 

infection on global health, although it is not always easy to identify an appropriate 

novel with a focus on topical issues. Nowadays HIV/AIDS is often perceived as a 

treatable disease, which is predominantly found in Africa. This loss of memory 

resonates alongside that of the MMR vaccination uptake issues, where measles is 

barely remembered as a significant, infectious and dangerous infection.  We 

identified several relatively recently published books about HIV/AIDS for future 

consideration, which focused on specific issues associated with the pandemic today.  

The film could provide a provocation for Masters students across a range of 

disciplines, where the audience could identify political, economic, religious, ethical 

and clinical issues for subsequent discussion. For the general public, it would be 

important to identify what the message would be, and it would be valuable to have 

discussion facilitated by a team of experts.   
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