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ABSTRACT 

 
The study explores pertinent issues around a comprehensive provision of antiretroviral 
drugs to HIV positive pregnant women in South Africa from a human rights 
perspective. Although these drugs have been proven to significantly reduce the 
transmission of HIV from a pregnant mother to her newborn baby/babies at birth, the 
South African government for over five years refused to roll them out in the public 
health sector. Reasons that were provided in this regard were multifaceted and have 
included claims regarding their alleged toxicity, potential side effects, huge cost, 
inadequate infrastructure, etc until March 2004 when it announced to start a national 
rollout program. 
 
It is in light of this that the study sets out to explore some of the key positions within 
the government and amongst activist groups on the health rights of HIV positive 
pregnant women, and how these different positions have evolved in response to each 
other. In particular, the paper aims at examining how discourses of human rights were 
employed, and how they have impacted on the Social Work discipline. It further 
focuses on developing a Social Work perspective on the human rights of HIV positive 
pregnant women in South Africa, thereby contributing to the discipline’s professional 
value base and body of knowledge, which inform, inter alia, its advocacy role and 
social action approach. 
 
The research project was embedded in a theoretical framework often referred to as 
‘standpoint research’. An archival study of local and international literature and policy 
documents was conducted. This was complemented with a limited qualitative study. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of five 
interviewees representing a cross-section of positions on the topic. This data was 
analyzed using a three step coding procedure that allowed for categorizing, 
connecting, and systematically relating the gathered data to each other and to the 
reviewed literature.  
 
The research findings indicate that the South African government’s absence of 
consistency and apparent lack of political will to rollout the drugs have contributed to 
the deterioration of the right of HIV positive pregnant women to access health care 
services. The role of civil society organizations in helping to realize, promote and 
protect the health and related human rights of this group is emphasized. It was also 
found that the different strategies employed to this end speak well to Social Work’s 
value base, and some of its methods and approaches to practice. Social Work is 
therefore well placed to join and support those efforts of other segments of civil society 
that have been investigated in this paper. 
 
The paper concludes by making recommendations towards, inter alia, the need for the 
South African government to adhere to the values enshrined in the country’s 
Constitution; to work closely and transparently with different organs of civil society; 
and simultaneously implement the said ARV rollout program while building and 
strengthening its infrastructural capacity. The various roles Social Work could, and 
should, assume with regards to improving the human rights of HIV positive pregnant 
women in this regard are also highlighted. 
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…….I do not know nearly enough about science and its methodologies or about the 
politics of science and scientific practice to even wish to start contributing to the 
debate that has been raging on the perimeters of this conference [the 13

th
 

International AIDS Conference].  

The President of this country is a man of great intellect who takes scientific thinking 
very seriously and he leads a government that I know to be committed to those 
principles of science and reason. The scientific community of this country, I also 
know, holds dearly to the principle of freedom of scientific enquiry, unencumbered 
by undue political interference in and direction of science.  

Now, however, the ordinary people of the continent and the world - and particularly 
the poor who on our continent, will again carry a disproportionate burden of this 
scourge - would, if anybody cared to ask their opinions, wish that the dispute about 
the primacy of politics or science be put on the backburner and that we proceed to 
address the needs and concerns of those suffering and dying. And this can only be 
done in partnership.  

Let us not equivocate: a tragedy of unprecedented proportions is unfolding in Africa. 
AIDS today in Africa is claiming more lives than the sum total of all wars, famines 
and floods, and the ravages of such deadly diseases as malaria. In the face of the 
grave threat posed by HIV/AIDS, we have to rise above our differences and 
combine our efforts to save our people. History will judge us harshly if we fail to do 
so now, and right now.  

Former President Nelson Mandela’s closing address at the 13th International AIDS 

Conference, Durban, 14th July 2000 
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