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“Speaking the Truth”

Ms. Mary Fisher’s Speech
Thank you, Ambassador Brinker.  I’m grateful for that kind introduction, and to you and your colleagues for inviting me to be here.  I’m already indebted to many of you for teaching me so much, so quickly, about issues of trafficking in this region.  We’ve shared lessons about the abuse of power, a reality that is, regrettably, as global as humanity.

Let me say, first, that Ambassador Brinker has been an important friend to our family for many years.  It’s true I have come here to learn.  It’s also true I’ve come here to honor Nancy Brinker.  Here is a woman who has both embodied and championed the cause of women in every culture and on every continent.  She is breast cancer’s greatest enemy and integrity’s best friend.  I congratulate you, Nancy, on your support for this event.  I’m deeply honored that you would invite me to have a place on your important agenda.

The worldwide AIDS epidemic has exploded because it broke out among society’s powerless and has been nurtured by the silence of the powerful.  It is, as US Secretary of State Colin Powell labeled it, a “silence that kills.”  Governments do not want to discuss AIDS because it is an expensive and, in some cultures, degrading illness.  Families and religious leaders shun AIDS because it raises questions of sexuality.  AIDS is not a nice topic discussed by nice people.  It belongs to sex workers, gay men, homeless children and intravenous drug users.  And nice people look the other way and stay quiet.

If we are to make a difference when this conference adjourns, we will – all of us – need to make a commitment to break the silence.  “I do not minimize the courage it can take to come forward,” said Secretary Powell, to break the silence, “to challenge taboos and change traditions.  But that kind of courage is needed or more people will die.”  I’m convinced he is right: The greatest enemy isn’t a virus.  It’s silence.

What I’ve just said of AIDS is, I am learning, equally true of trafficking in human beings.  Nice people do not want to contemplate three-quarters-of-a-million women and children being sold into torment annually.  We don’t want to see scars resulting from brutalities visited on vulnerable bodies and minds.  We don’t want to hear about rapes and torture captors use to exercise their power and amuse themselves.  But here’s the reality: Such evil can only be stopped if good people will break their silence.

Part of the truth that must be spoken concerns the magnitude of the problems.   Trafficking affects hundreds of thousands of people, mostly women and girls – every year.  Similarly, AIDS is not a problem that can be limited to foreign nations and a few nationals.

To contend with AIDS is to contend with an epidemic.  When UNAIDS and UNICEF released its joint 2001 report on AIDS in this region, it noted a 60% increase in reported AIDS and projected a doubling (from 420,000 to 700,000 cases) by the close of 2000.  Even so, the report added: “This is not anywhere close to the true figures as many cases remain hidden.”

While AIDS itself is caused by a virus, the epidemic – the fact that the virus runs rampant – is caused by ignorance, denial, stigma and silence.  We fertilize the ground in which AIDS thrives with our refusal to educate and intervene.  Epidemics flourish when they are allowed to grow exponentially, as AIDS was in Africa and the Caribbean.  It is what threatens to happen next in this region.  

Consider Estonia.  In 1999, Estonia registered 12 cases of AIDS; by mid-2000, twelve had increased to 200 cases.  By the close of June, 2001, those 200 had become 1,100 cases.  How is it possible for even under-reported rates to rocket so quickly?

One explanation is the silence of ignorance.  Globally, we estimate that some 30 million people are HIV-positive or, in my terms, have AIDS.  But less than 3 million have ever been tested.  Nine out of ten people infected with the AIDS virus do not know they are infected.  They do not seek treatment, they do not receive life-prolonging drugs and they do not tell their sexual partners that they are at risk of AIDS.  One person with AIDS will infect as many others as ignorance may allow.  Therefore, ignorance fuels an epidemic.

One explanation is the silence of fear.  Because we regard AIDS as a dirty illness belonging to dirty people, those who’ve been at risk do not want to be identified as infected.  They do not want families to reject them and communities to isolate them.  They fear being branded by discrimination – a fear that is reinforced by our cultures’ judgmentalism.  They do not get tested because they fear the truth.  And, therefore, fear fuels an epidemic.

And increasingly, one explanation for escalating cases of AIDS is trafficking.  When women and children are imprisoned and sexually abused, probabilities of AIDS transmission increase every minute of ever hour.  Multiply this abuse by, say, 700,000 people and 7 million instances of sexual activity – an average of merely 10 instances per trafficked person – and it is not a question of whether infections will skyrocket, but when. AIDS weakens the human immune system, making us more susceptible to invasive illnesses.  This accounts, in part, for the rising rates of drug-resistant strains of TB that will be noted when World Tuberculosis Day is observed next Monday.  When desperate and brutal people engage in trafficking, they traffic not only in human beings but also in human disease.  They move them, and it, from place to place.  And, therefore, trafficking fuels an epidemic.

This conference is an important step toward breaking the silence and speaking out with candor and passion.  You are, all of you, both a testimony and a promise that the silence will be broken.  Therefore, I congratulate you all.

To speak about the realities of trafficking and the realities of AIDS is to speak about the abuses of power encouraged or condoned within our respective cultures.  Some of us must speak humbly.  I am from a family of means and live within a nation of rights.  Among the tens of millions of people with AIDS, I am among the comparative  few able to afford drugs that push out the date of my death.  I know every day of my life that I am both blessed and privileged.

What I also know – and perhaps what I have learned more clearly from life as a pilgrim on the road to AIDS – is that blessings are given to be used, not merely enjoyed, and that the privileges of power are intended as tools of change.  The greater my power, the greater my obligation.  If I have power to speak out, but retain the comfort of silence, how will I ever explain such indifference? What, when my children uncovered the truth, would they say of me? 

When those with power over national media, national budgets and national priorities say much of national defense or national economies, while saying nothing of trafficking and AIDS, is it a silence of ignorance or a silence of indifference?  Can we know the reality of multitudes who suffer, claim the mantle of leadership and say nothing of such horrors?

Trafficking is raw abuse of power.  Parental and cultural power is used to sell children.  Men and patriarchal systems conspire to put women into bondage.  Police and politicians empowered to protect instead use authority for self-enrichment.  International systems designed for justice are corrupted to promote injustice.  Hundreds of thousands of women and children are bought and sold in market of secrecy and beastiality maintained by layers and layers of abuse of power.  The question is, “How do we speak this truth?”

Garry Wills once wrote that “the problem with words is that they have meaning.”  Therefore, we must speak carefully.  Language that appears benign can hide a more sinister meaning.  No one would defend genocide, but “ethnic cleansing” asks to be understood in historic context.  Gas chambers were created not for a holocaust but for “a final solution.”  Words have meaning, and meaning gives words power.

Other speakers have already spoken to the word “victim.”  For more than a decade now I’ve fought the image of being “an AIDS victim,” as if I’m a feeble and passive object.  Even worse, it seems to me, is to refer to a person who has been trafficked as a “sex worker” as if she has made a professional employment choice.  We must use words carefully because they carry meaning, and they deliver that meaning with power.

I am not “an AIDS victim.”  I detest AIDS and will not allow it to become my identity.  And I’m reluctant to speak of “trafficked women” as if an entire class of people is defined not by who they are but by what has been done to them.

Even the term “trafficking” raises questions: Is it a term employed to improve accuracy or to sanitize the realities?  The IOM’s groundbreaking 2001 study entitled Victims of Trafficking in the Balkans was a good and important work.  I am grateful for it.  But that report needed 67 words to define trafficking as “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person for the purpose of exploitation.”  I need only one word to tell you that trafficking is “slavery.”  When we give it that name, then we know it is the slave master, not the slave, who is the source of this evil.

Because human beings draw our self-identity in large measure from what is said about us, messages given persons with AIDS or persons who’ve been trafficked are important.  Language can also be a tool for the abuse of power.  If you tell us we are dirty, we feel shame.   If you tell us we are societal problems, we feel guilt.  If you have the power to lift us up and heal us, but say nothing about us, then we know by your silence that we are not worthy.  Words matter so much, they can encourage us to give up hope and take our own lives.  

What’s critical, I think, is that we boldly communicate to people with AIDS or people who have been trafficked that they are worthy, that they matter, that they are one of us.  I brought with me two kinds of visual aids that help me speak the truth about such people.

Behind me are samples of my art that incorporate photography, mostly from Africa, with words drawn from speeches I’ve given around the world.  The quilts tell the message of ABATAKA, an African term meaning family or tribe or community.  ABATAKA defines me as a part of you, you as a part of me.  It’s whispered as security to the newborn and song softly as comfort to the dying.   ABATAKA is an embrace, a “welcome home,” a certainty that you are one of us.  The quilts are my way of saying that I am one with every member of the AIDS community, in every nation and tribe and culture.  

And on your chairs this morning were red ribbons symbolizing unity with those who have AIDS.  Put the ribbon on and wear it long enough for someone to ask about it.  It will give you an opportunity to identify with those who struggle for life, and to explain to others that the struggle is waged by people who are worthy, who matter.

I’m grateful that so many of you have come this morning.  Some of you are here because you carry the burden of policymaking for your community or nation or region.  Yours is a great challenge and a great opportunity.  Your presence here, among us, assures us that 

you are ready to act with courage and with integrity, and to believe that the gravity of these crises cannot outweigh the power of your integrity.  

As you wrestle with policies and practices by which to confront trafficking and illness, I encourage you to be both pragmatists and partners.  Be pragmatic in recognizing that a relatively small investment in education and prevention will save you the need, in just a few years, to make massive economic investments because you acted too late.  Do not wait until the epidemic drowns your region in illness, lost wages, declining taxes, escalating numbers of dependents and orphans.  Act now, while you have time, for reasons both of economy and of ethics.  And act as partners across borders, recognizing the responsibilities of nations of origin as well as nations of destination.  Be partners in providing viable economic alternatives for women.  Be partners in speaking out for those who have no voice.  Go beyond writing policy to providing leadership.

Some of you here, including the courageous speaker who will follow me, have been stigmatized with terms like “victim.”  The mere fact that others have used the wrong word does not require us to accept their mistakes as our identity.  The fact that others have used power to abuse us does not mean we are, ourselves, powerless.  So long as we have life and breath, we have the capacity to fight stigma and cruelty.  What we need is to find each other, to break the fear and silence that imprisons us, to build networks of support and encouragement that free us.  If you believe that because something evil happened to you, you are evil, come to me.  Let me offer the courage I’ve found in women with AIDS, the laughter I’ve shared in hospices, the power I’ve drawn from people who suffered indignities beyond imagining.  You are human, therefore you are valuable.  Come to me, and I will hold you in arms of love that will speak to you of hope.

Most of you here today are professionals who committed this time as you committed your careers to the lives of others, like me, who have been found by illness or slavery or other forms of suffering.  You work inhumane hours that put visible strains on your health and your personal lives.  You work in conditions of under-budgeted chaos and under-staffed crises.  You could be earning salaries vastly higher than what you have, but your values have come to play in your careers.  You are the angels at work among those of us who others believe are not worthy.  You are the heroes whose labor goes largely unnoticed and unappreciated, even by those of us who should be thanking your most profusely.

Even if we have not yet met, even if we are divided by culture and language and tradition, I know you.  You’re the one who left the hospital room of the woman beaten senseless, her face swollen to twice its normal size, blackened by the fists of her pimp; you slammed your own fist into the wall in sheer helplessness and grief.  You’ve been frustrated by the bureaucracy to the point of tears, angered by someone’s insensitivity to the point of rage, broken by your own weariness to the point of exhaustion.  You have gone home night after night saying, “I cannot do this any more.  I make no difference.  I do not matter.”  And then you’ve gotten up the next day, and come back to do it again.

I understand this.  I’ve given up on making speeches so often it would make your head spin.  I’ve told myself I’d never again be naked about this disease in front of another audience, never again leave my children just to use words where words do not matter.  

But, look: You have made every difference in the world, already, by refusing to give up and declining to give in.  You’ve sacrificed money and prestige and time to seek justice for the oppressed and hope for the dying.  You who would spend another day and another night reaching out to those others will never know, you who will go home from this conference doubly committed to do it all again – you are my heroes.  I have no words with which to thank you adequately.  I can only tell you again: You are my heroes.

So we have come to Budapest and we will go home again.  When we go, let us go with this resolve: That we will speak the truth to all who will listen.  In the company of the powerful and at the bedside of the dying, we will speak the truth.  We will speak with candor, with courage and with clarity.  We will use language as though it has power, and we will use power on behalf of those who have none of their own.

Near the close of his life, one of my American heroes – Dr. Martin Luther King – said, “In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies but the silence of our friends.”

Pledge with me that we will break the silence that immobilizes us and imprisons others.  

Enjoy your time with others who treasure what you treasure.  Learn together, laugh together and return to your work renewed by a conference of the committed.  As you go, know that you go with my deepest affection and respect.  

You came as heroes, you go as heroes, and I will remember you with this ancient prayer: “Grace to you, and peace.”
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