- Endangered relations

Reviewed by Andy Quan

“Endangered Relations:
Negotiating Sex and AIDS in
Thailand” by Chris Lyttleton,
Harwood Academic Publishers,
Australia: 2000. www.gbhap.com/

A woman calls me at the offices of
the Australian Federation of AIDS
Organisations. She’ll be attending a
national meeting on medical and
health issues, and she wanted to know
what she should lobby on. What does
AFAO want done about HIV and
AIDS in the world? What’s the best
path to take?

In some ways, that’s the question
that’s being asked the world over as I
write this: at the United Nations
General Assembly Special Session on
HIV/AIDS, in government offices,
hospitals, homes and in community-
based organisations and non-
governmental organisations
everywhere.

My response was that neither
AFAO nor I has any one answer.
Each context demands a different and
specific response. While we may
advocate a particular set of principles
(for example, the centrality of positive
people in an response to HIV or the
importance of community-based
organisations), the situation demands
more complexity than slogans and
prescriptions.

Chris Lyttleton’s recent book,
Endangered Relations: Negotiating
Sex and AIDS in Thailand, is a
perfect example of the complexity
with which we need to respond to
HIV/AIDS. Furthermore, the book is
significant for taking the much-
displayed example of Thailand’s
response to HIV/AIDS and looking
behind it to examine how the
national campaign has impacted on
the lives of Thai people. What he’s
really interested in is how people
make meaning. His study shows that
the shining example of Thailand is
not as shiny as it might seem.

Lyttleton delves into Thai culture
to examine the meanings of sex
work, sexuality, understandings of
health and more. He gives an

overview of the epidemic in
Thailand, the campaigns that have
tried to respond to it, village contexts
of gender and sexuality, commercial
sex in Thailand, and a conclusion
tying together observations on the
key intersection between lived
experiences and public health
campaigns.

A big part of the book is about
how Thailand’s national campaigns
for HIV/AIDS prevention have
translated into local realities. Yes,
government action and commitment
did result in a drop in transmission
rates. But national campaigns may
have had downsides as well. Littleton
describes education campaigns that
stigmatised drug users and sex
workers and discouraged men from
visiting brothels. The messages were
more about avoiding dangerous
people and situations than about
using condoms. Some men found
girlfriends or minor wives instead of
going to brothels. So, a message
intending to reduce HIV infection
may have increased the incidences of
unprotected sex and multiple
partners. Furthermore, in some
instances where brothels were
prohibited, forms of sex work arose
which were less subject to
surveillance and control — and
therefore education and condom
campaigns.

Two other illustrations of the clash
between local understanding and
HIV education campaigns: first of all
are early messages that were
disseminated through national TV
campaigns. The medium of television
is associated with modernity and
urban settings for some villagers — as
is the Central Thai dialect used for
the messages. The message of AIDS
being a personal threat was diluted if
not nullified. A second example was
the prevalence in local villages of
“injection doctors” where village
doctors inject villagers with
medicines or vitamins. Campaign
images of drug addiction and
narcotics conveyed a dangerous
lifestyle rather than a message that the

danger of HIV infection is in sharing
dirty needles. I've simplified the
above examples from the book — but
it’s clear that HIV/AIDS prevention
messages can be interpreted in wildly
varied ways.

Lyttleton’s book follows principles
that I admire in academic and
political writing: he states where he’s
coming from, makes no broad
generalisations, and lets the people
that he’s writing about speak for
themselves. His time spent in the Isan
villages of Northeast Thailand results
in a careful narrative of how villagers
understand HIV/AIDS and have
responded to national HIV/AIDS
campaigns. Throughout the book, he
translates phrases from Thai to
English to illustrate their
understandings of sexuality, morality
and HIV/AIDS. Oddly, while the first
chapter on “Approach and Settings”
clearly lays out the rest of his
methodology, he doesn’t address how
he uses these translations and the
importance of language in expressing
worldviews, but it works nonetheless.

To respond to HIV/AIDS, we
need to understand the dynamics of
HIV infection in communities, how
sexuality is understood, how public
health messages translate to lived
reality and much more. At a time
when Thailand is constantly referred
to as one of the world’s only HIV
success stories, “Endangered
Relations” challenges this simple
notion, asks us to keep on our toes,
and try harder. I've been trying to
come up with a snappy and sharp
conclusion for this book review — but
that is at odds with one of the most
important lessons of Lyttleton’s book:
that lived experience is complex and
that simple messages can be
inadequate for dealing with
HIV/AIDS.

Andy Quan is the International Policy
Analyst for the Australian Federation of
AIDS Organisations.
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