


“Claudia Pryor Malis’ candid, compactly informative film, 
showing for one week to Qualify for much-deserved 

Oscar consideration, examines an extremely complex issue 
in a laudably accessible yet hard-hitting way. “ 



YYOUOU  DONDON’’TT  HAVEHAVE  TOTO  BEBE  BLACKBLACK  TOTO  BEBE  MOVEDMOVED  BYBY  THETHE  NEWNEW  DOCUMENTARYDOCUMENTARY  
WHY US? LEFT BEHIND AND DYING, WHY US? LEFT BEHIND AND DYING, WHICHWHICH  ISIS  HAVINGHAVING  AA  SPECIALSPECIAL  ONEONE--
WEEKWEEK  RUNRUN  ATAT  THETHE  IFC CIFC CENTERENTER  TOTO  QUALIFYQUALIFY  FORFOR  OOSCARSCAR  CONSIDERATIONCONSIDERATION. B. BUTUT  
ASAS  NARRATORNARRATOR, , COWRITERCOWRITER, , ANDAND  PRODUCTIONPRODUCTION  ASSOCIATEASSOCIATE  TTAMIRAAMIRA  NNOBLEOBLE  POINTSPOINTS  
OUTOUT  EARLYEARLY  ONON, , THETHE  FILMFILM  ISIS  MEANTMEANT  ASAS  AA  WAKEWAKE--UPUP  CALLCALL  TOTO  AAFRICANFRICAN  AAMERI-MERI-

CANSCANS  TOTO  DODO  SOMETHINGSOMETHING  ABOUTABOUT  THETHE  CONTINUINGCONTINUING  HIV/AIDS HIV/AIDS CRISISCRISIS  SPECIFI-SPECIFI-

CALLYCALLY  AFFECTINGAFFECTING  BLACKSBLACKS  ININ  THETHE  UUNITEDNITED  SSTATESTATES  ANDAND  AAFRICAFRICA. “T. “THEREHERE’’SS  AA  
CHOICECHOICE  FACINGFACING  USUS  ININ  BLACKBLACK  AAMERICAMERICA  RIGHTRIGHT  NOWNOW,” ,” DIRECTORDIRECTOR  CCLAUDIALAUDIA  PPRYORRYOR  
MMALISALIS  SAYSSAYS  ININ  THETHE  FILMFILM’’SS  PRODUCTIONPRODUCTION  NOTESNOTES. “T. “TURNURN  AWAYAWAY  FROMFROM  THISTHIS  NEWNEW  
STIGMASTIGMA  OROR  FACEFACE  ITIT, , UNPACKUNPACK  ITIT, , ANDAND  REMOVEREMOVE  ITSITS  STINGSTING  ——  PASSIVEPASSIVE  SELFSELF--
DESTRUCTIONDESTRUCTION  OROR  ACTIVEACTIVE  SELFSELF--LOVELOVE.” P.” PRYORRYOR  MMALISALIS  TEAMEDTEAMED  WITHWITH  TWENTYTWENTY  STU-STU-

DENTSDENTS  FROMFROM  WWESTINGHOUSEESTINGHOUSE  HHIGHIGH  SSCHOOLCHOOL  ININ  PPITTSBURGHITTSBURGH, , ALLALL  BETWEENBETWEEN  THETHE  
AGESAGES  OFOF  FOURTEENFOURTEEN  ANDAND  SEVENTEENSEVENTEEN, , TOTO  MAKEMAKE  THETHE  FILMFILM, , WHICHWHICH  SERVEDSERVED  ASAS  AA  
CLASSCLASS  PROJECTPROJECT  FORFOR  THEMTHEM. O. OVERVER  THETHE  COURSECOURSE  OFOF  AA  YEARYEAR  ANDAND  AA  HALFHALF, , THETHE  STU-STU-

DENTSDENTS  METMET  WITHWITH  RESEARCHERSRESEARCHERS, , ACTIVISTSACTIVISTS, , DOCTORSDOCTORS, , COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY  LEADERSLEADERS, , VI-VI-

ROLOGISTSROLOGISTS, , STRAIGHTSTRAIGHT  ANDAND  GAYGAY  PEOPLEPEOPLE  WITHWITH  HIV, HIV, ANDAND  MENMEN, , WOMENWOMEN, , ANDAND  
TEENAGERSTEENAGERS  WHOWHO  STILLSTILL  DODO  NOTNOT  USEUSE  PROTECTIONPROTECTION  WHENWHEN  HAVINGHAVING  SEXSEX. N. NOBLEOBLE  
REVEALSREVEALS  FASCINATINGFASCINATING  ANDAND  FRIGHTENINGFRIGHTENING  STATISTICSSTATISTICS  ABOUTABOUT  THETHE  DISPROPOR-DISPROPOR-

TIONATETIONATE  NUMBERNUMBER  OFOF  HIVHIV--POSITIVEPOSITIVE  BLACKSBLACKS  ININ  THETHE  UUNITEDNITED  SSTATESTATES  ANDAND  AAFRICAFRICA  
ANDAND  DISCUSSESDISCUSSES  THETHE  MANYMANY  REASONSREASONS  FORFOR  THETHE  DISPARITYDISPARITY, , INCLUDINGINCLUDING  SHAMESHAME, , SE-SE-

CRECYCRECY, , HOMOPHOBIAHOMOPHOBIA, , RELIGIOUSRELIGIOUS  BELIEFBELIEF, , GENETICGENETIC  VARIATIONVARIATION, , ANDAND  JUSTJUST  PLAINPLAIN  
CARELESSNESSCARELESSNESS. N. NOBLEOBLE, , WHOWHO  WASWAS  AA  HIGHHIGH  SCHOOLSCHOOL  SENIORSENIOR  WHENWHEN  THETHE  PROJECTPROJECT  
STARTEDSTARTED, , NATURALLYNATURALLY  GREWGREW  INTOINTO  HERHER  UNEXPECTEDUNEXPECTED  ROLEROLE  ASAS  NARRATORNARRATOR  ANDAND  
COWRITERCOWRITER, , ANDAND  SHESHE  DOESDOES  ANAN  OUTSTANDINGOUTSTANDING  JOBJOB  ANCHORINGANCHORING  THETHE  FILMFILM, , SERV-SERV-

INGING  ASAS  AA  KINDKIND  OFOF  SURROGATESURROGATE  FORFOR  THETHE  VIEWERVIEWER. WHY US? . WHY US? ISIS  ANAN  IMPORTANTIMPORTANT  
LOOKLOOK  ATAT  AA  CRITICALCRITICAL  SITUATIONSITUATION  THATTHAT  MUSTMUST  BEBE  DEALTDEALT  WITHWITH  ——  ANDAND  FASTFAST..  



 

TTHISHIS  FASCINATINGFASCINATING  ANDAND  INFORMATIVEINFORMATIVE  DOCUMENTARYDOCUMENTARY, , NARRATEDNARRATED  BYBY  2020--YEARYEAR--OLDOLD  ALUMNAALUMNA  
TTAMIRAAMIRA  NNOBLEOBLE, , EXPLORESEXPLORES  THETHE  REASONSREASONS  BEHINDBEHIND  WHYWHY  THETHE  HIV/AIDS HIV/AIDS RATESRATES  AREARE  SIGNIFI-SIGNIFI-
CANTLYCANTLY  HIGHERHIGHER  AMONGAMONG  THETHE  BBLACKLACK  POPULATIONPOPULATION. A. ACCORDINGCCORDING  TOTO  THETHE  BBLACKLACK  AIDS IAIDS INSTITUTENSTITUTE, , 
BBLACKSLACKS  MAKEMAKE  UPUP  1010--20% 20% OFOF  THETHE  U.S. U.S. POPULATIONPOPULATION, , YETYET  THEIRTHEIR  HIV/AIDS HIV/AIDS RATESRATES  AREARE  OVEROVER  
50%. 20 A50%. 20 AFRICANFRICAN--AAMERICANMERICAN  STUDENTSSTUDENTS  FROMFROM  WWESTINGHOUSEESTINGHOUSE  HHIGHIGH  SSCHOOLCHOOL  ININ  PPITTS-ITTS-
BURGHBURGH, PA , PA EACHEACH  GIVEGIVE  THEIRTHEIR  INDIVIDUALINDIVIDUAL  PERSPECTIVEPERSPECTIVE  ABOUTABOUT  HIV/AIDHIV/AIDSS  ANDAND  ALSOALSO  OPENLYOPENLY  
DISCUSSDISCUSS  THEIRTHEIR  OWNOWN  SEXUALSEXUAL  PRACTICESPRACTICES. B. BEFOREEFORE  BECOMINGBECOMING  AWAREAWARE  OFOF  THETHE  REALITIESREALITIES  OFOF  HIV/HIV/
AIDS, AIDS, THEYTHEY  WERENWEREN’’TT  TRULYTRULY  CONCERNEDCONCERNED  ABOUTABOUT  EVENEVEN  TALKTALK  ABOUTABOUT  THETHE  VIRUSVIRUS  WITHWITH  OTHEROTHER  OROR  
UNDERSTANDUNDERSTAND  THETHE  IMPORTANCEIMPORTANCE  OFOF  HAVINGHAVING  SAFESAFE  SEXSEX  ANDAND  ASKINGASKING  THEIRTHEIR  SEXSEX  PARTNERPARTNER  ABOUTABOUT  
WHETHERWHETHER  OROR  NOTNOT  THEYTHEY  HAVEHAVE  HIV/AIDS. IHIV/AIDS. ITT’’SS  MUCHMUCH  MOREMORE  COMPLICATEDCOMPLICATED  THANTHAN  THATTHAT, , 
THOUGHTHOUGH, , BECAUSEBECAUSE  EVENEVEN  THOSETHOSE  WHOWHO  DODO  HAVEHAVE  THETHE  DISEASEDISEASE  FEELFEEL  TOOTOO  ASHAMEDASHAMED  TOTO  TELLTELL  THEIRTHEIR  
SEXSEX  PARTNERPARTNER  UNTILUNTIL  ITIT’’SS  TOOTOO  LATELATE. D. DIRECTORIRECTOR  CCLAUDIALAUDIA  PPRYORRYOR  INCLUDESINCLUDES  FOOTAGEFOOTAGE  OFOF  THETHE  20 20 
STUDENTSSTUDENTS  ASKINGASKING  VERYVERY  MEATYMEATY, , PROVOCATIVEPROVOCATIVE  QUESTIONSQUESTIONS  TOTO  AA  VARIETYVARIETY  OFOF  GUESTSGUESTS  WHOWHO  
VISITVISIT  THEIRTHEIR  SCHOOLSCHOOL, , RANGINGRANGING  FROMFROM  DRUGDRUG  USERSUSERS, , TOTO  HOMOSEXUALSHOMOSEXUALS  ANDAND  PEOPLEPEOPLE  WHOWHO  
CONTRACTEDCONTRACTED  HIV. OHIV. ONENE  HIV HIV POSITIVEPOSITIVE  WOMANWOMAN  ADMITSADMITS  THATTHAT  SHESHE  TAKESTAKES  AA  LOTLOT  OFOF  MEDICINEMEDICINE, , 
BUTBUT  ONLYONLY  AA  FEWFEW  OFOF  THEMTHEM  AREARE  ACTUALLYACTUALLY  FUNCTIONFUNCTION  ASAS  ANAN  ATTACKATTACK  AGAINSTAGAINST  THETHE  VIRUSVIRUS; ; THETHE  
RESTREST  TREATTREAT  THETHE  MANYMANY  SIDESIDE  EFFECTSEFFECTS  OFOF  THETHE  HIV HIV MEDICINEMEDICINE. A . A QUESTIONQUESTION  THATTHAT  SHESHE  HASNHASN’’TT  BEENBEEN  
ASKEDASKED  TOTO  PONDERPONDER  ABOUTABOUT, , THOUGHTHOUGH, , ISIS  WHETHERWHETHER  OROR  NOTNOT  SHESHE’’SS  AWAREAWARE  OFOF  ANDAND//OROR  CONSID-CONSID-
EREDERED  MAINTAININGMAINTAINING  PROPERPROPER  NUTRITIONNUTRITION  ASAS  MEANSMEANS  TOTO  BOOSTBOOST  HERHER  IMMUNEIMMUNE  SYSTEMSYSTEM  TOTO  FIGHTFIGHT  
AGAINSTAGAINST  HIV. THIV. THEHE  INTERVIEWSINTERVIEWS  WITHWITH  EXPERTSEXPERTS, , SUCHSUCH  ASAS  DDRR. P. PRESTONRESTON  MMARXARX, , AA  VIROLOGISTVIROLOGIST, , 
ANDAND  DDRR. E. ERNESTRNEST  DDUCKERUCKER, , ANAN  EPIDEMIOLOGISTEPIDEMIOLOGIST, , SHEDSHED  LIGHTLIGHT  ONON  THETHE  ORIGINSORIGINS  OFOF  HIV HIV ININ  AAF-F-
RICARICA  ASAS  WELLWELL  ASAS  HOWHOW  THETHE  VIRUSVIRUS  EVOLVEDEVOLVED  ANDAND  SPREADSPREAD  TOTO  AAMERICAMERICA. I. ITT’’SS  VERYVERY  INTERESTINGINTERESTING  
TOTO  HEARHEAR  ABOUTABOUT  THETHE  MANYMANY  DIFFERENTDIFFERENT  FACTORSFACTORS  THATTHAT  ALLOWALLOW  FORFOR  THETHE  VIRUSVIRUS  TOTO  SPREADSPREAD  MOREMORE  
EASILYEASILY, , SUCHSUCH  ASAS  THETHE  FACTFACT  THATTHAT  THERETHERE’’SS  POLYGAMYPOLYGAMY  ININ  AAFRICAFRICA  ANDAND  THATTHAT  THETHE  MENMEN  NOTNOT  ONLYONLY  
SLEEPSLEEP  WITHWITH  THOSETHOSE  WIVESWIVES, , BUTBUT  ALSOALSO  WITHWITH  MANYMANY  GIRLFRIENDSGIRLFRIENDS  ASAS  WELLWELL. P. PRYORRYOR  HASHAS  CERTAINLYCERTAINLY  
DONEDONE  AA  GREATGREAT  JOBJOB  OFOF  NOTNOT  ONLYONLY  INCORPORATEINCORPORATE  AA  LOTLOT  OFOF  RESEARCHRESEARCH  APPROACHINGAPPROACHING  THETHE  
SPREADSPREAD  OFOF  HIV/AIDS HIV/AIDS FROMFROM  MANYMANY  DIFFERENTDIFFERENT  ANGLESANGLES, , BUTBUT  ALSOALSO  SYNTHESIZESSYNTHESIZES  THESETHESE  FACTSFACTS  
ANDAND  FINDINGSFINDINGS  ININ  ENGAGINGENGAGING  WAYSWAYS, , II..EE. . THROUGHTHROUGH  EDITINGEDITING  TECHNIQUESTECHNIQUES, , SOSO  THATTHAT  ALLALL  AUDI-AUDI-
ENCEENCE  MEMBERSMEMBERS  WOULDWOULD  FINDFIND  ITIT  EASYEASY--TOTO--FOLLOWFOLLOW  WHILEWHILE  CONCURRENTLYCONCURRENTLY  GAININGGAINING  IMPORTANTIMPORTANT  
INSIGHTINSIGHT. A. ATT  AA  RUNNINGRUNNING  TIMETIME  OFOF  84 84 MINUTESMINUTES,,  WWHYHY  UUSS? L? LEFTEFT  BBEHINDEHIND  ANDAND  DDYINGYING  MANAGESMANAGES  
TOTO  BEBE  AA  THOROUGHLYTHOROUGHLY  CAPTIVATINGCAPTIVATING, , WELLWELL--RESEARCHEDRESEARCHED  ANDAND  ILLUMINATINGILLUMINATING  DOCUMENTARYDOCUMENTARY. .   

Number of times I checked 
my watch: 0 
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September 11, 2009 
HIV a Black Thang? Filmmaker Claudia Pryor Malis Searches for Answers  
A former producer and senior producer for ABC and NBC news, Claudia Pryor Malis built a ca-
reer sharing stories. Today, she serves as the director and executive producer of Why Us? Left 
Behind and Dying, a documentary she created with the help of African-American teenagers from 
Pittsburgh. Real Health spoke with Pryor about the film, which explores various reasons why 
HIV rates are disproportionately higher among black Americans. 
 
What motivated you to do a film about the impact of HIV on the black community? 
 
 This story has followed me around for a long time. As a journalist, people always ask me how I 
come up with my stories. I think the really important ones find you. This story has been a part of 
my professional existence for over 25 years. I was a television news producer in 1981 in San 
Francisco, and I watched colleagues disappear due to the virus. Back then it was called GRID, 
gay-related immune deficiency disease. At that time in America, it was mostly white gay men 
who were known to be infected by the virus. In 1987, as a producer of ABC’s World News To-
night, another reporter and I were the first to do a story on HIV infecting minority populations. 
We actually had to fight to get it on the air because the notion was that this was a gay white male 
disease. We were obviously ahead of the curve. Fast forward to 2000, Frontline asked me to do a 
documentary about homophobia. At the same time [as the original story I did in 1987], I lost 
someone very close and dear to me to AIDS—my cousin Henry. I watched him die. He was here 
one moment and gone the next. It was in 1986, when people just disappeared in a matter of 
months.  
 
How do you feel HIV is viewed today? 
 
Most Americans believe that AIDS has died down and gone away. To me, that is profoundly rac-
ist because now mainstream society feels it’s no longer worth noticing who has the virus. Some 
of the reasons why we’re disproportionately infected and affected by the virus are macro, and 
some are micro. It’s interesting because this virus intersects with a lot of the realities of being 
black. It intersects with poverty; it intersects with racism; it intersects with secrecy and very 
strong feelings about masculinity and the Bible, which creates homophobia in our culture. That is 
what my film is about, trying to connect the dots between all the things that cause HIV to flourish 
in black populations.  



Do you believe that stigma has hindered the prevention and treatment of the virus among 

African Americans? 

 

Stigma is something that we as a group constantly face and, frankly, we try to avoid it. As Afri-

can Americans in the U.S., our entire history here is about being forced to live through stigma 

that is certainly undeserved. HIV is just another issue that hits us. The problem is that we have an 

even more compelling reason to face it and fix it. Stigma and fear of stigma are ultimately less 

helpful to us than facing the painful honesty of why this virus hurts us so much and what specifi-

cally we can do about it.  

 

It comes down to a choice between fear and self-love. If we love ourselves enough, we’ll take the 

steps we need to protect ourselves. Right now, I don’t think we’re doing all we can to do that.  

 

Do you feel that labeling HIV as a “black disease” is another stigma, or do you consider that a 

reality based on the numbers? 

 

I consider it a reality based on the numbers. But the fact is it is both a reality and a stigma. I think 

that we carry the burden of both these things and we would do better to focus on the reality rather 

than the stigma. If you focus on the stigma, you’re really focusing on what other people think of 

you. By focusing on the stigma, we’re ultimately trying to fight for someone else’s approval, and 

suffering because we don’t have it. If you focus on the reality that this disease makes us un-

healthy and the need to explore ways to make ourselves more healthy, that, to me, is an expres-

sion of love.   

 

I wish we loved ourselves enough not to care what anybody thinks of us. If we had that level of 

self-esteem, we’d have better tools to fight the virus. I didn’t come to that conclusion by myself. I 

spoke to a lot of black experts who have been working in the field of HIV prevention and treat-

ment for a very long time. They helped open my eyes. 
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Why did you want young people to be a part of the film? 
I received a grant from a program in the National Institutes of Health called the Science Educa-

tion Partnership Award Program. Their mission is to promote informal science learning among 

kids. I found my way into the Pittsburgh school district and ran right into stigma and resistance. I 

remember standing in a biology class and telling students that I would like their help in making a 

film about HIV. Many of the students were upset and said things like, “You’re just here because 

we’re black.” Finally, I got tired of all that and I said, “Yeah, that’s exactly why I’m here. I’m 

here because I care that the majority of the people who are living with the virus are black, but no 

one is paying any attention to us.” When I got that clear and honest with them, a few brave souls 

signed up to be a part of this project.  

 

What was the students’ favorite part of the filmmaking process? 
More than anything they loved to ask questions. What was most important to them was gathering 

the information. The questions that the students asked and the answers that they received were so 

honest and direct that I realized that having them be an active part of the process was the best idea 

I had for the entire film. Young people have fewer agendas than older people do; they’re just 

closer to their truth. Furthermore, the interview subjects wanted to get their truths across so they 

gave better answers to the students than they did to the adults. The students became the core of 

the film.  

 

From what the students tell me, the film impacted them in many ways. For many of them, dis-

cussing HIV made them connect the dots and look at the larger black experience in the United 

States. It made them understand why this is a “black disease.” Ultimately, it made some of them 

get tested for HIV. I’m hoping that the film sparks a conversation in our community. But, more 

than that, I hope it helps us deal with some of the internal reasons why this virus flourishes and 

motivate us to change what we can control.  

 

The filmmakers submitted  Why Us? Left Behind and Dying to be considered for an Academy-

Award nomination. The film is screening September 9 to 15 at Laemmle Theatres Grande 4 in 

Los Angeles and from September 11 to 17 at the Independent Film Channel Center in New York 

City.  
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Claudia Pryor Malis looks at Blacks and HIV 
Extended for the Online Edition of Windy City Times 
By Sam Worley 
2009-09-09 
 After more than three decades, Claudia Pryor Malis gave up a career 
as a network news producer to make independent films. She is cur-
rently finishing work on a documentary on the prevalence of HIV/AIDS 
in Black communities.  
Called Why Us?: Left Behind and Dying, Pryor Malis made the film 
with the help of a group of students recruited from a Pittsburgh high 
school. Students transition from the role of interviewee to the role of 
interviewer—though they are themselves put in front of the camera 
and questioned, they maintain a strong voice over the course of the 
film through their questions to HIV/AIDS experts, community activists, 
and people living with AIDS. One student, Tamira Noble, narrates the 
film. 
Winding its way through the thicket of issues that surrounds HIV 
among Black people, Why Us? addresses problems of education, 
sex, homophobia, incarceration, neighborhood "renewal" and migra-
tion—in short, the problem of figuring out how to fight a disease that 
is, as Pryor Malis said, "as much a social phenomenon as a medical 
and scientific one." 
Why Us?, which will show in New York and Los Angeles next month 
in order to qualify for Academy Award consideration, has not yet 
found a distributor.  
Windy City Times recently talked with Claudia Pryor Malis while she 
was in town for a family gathering. She began by explaining her deci-
sion to leave network television and pursue her own vision: 
Claudia Pryor Malis: There was a meeting one day in which a senior 
producer said, "I want you guys to come up with ideas, and they need 
to be about"—I'm paraphrasing—"they need to be about kids, be-
cause kids really get the audience going— [ kids who are ] blond, blue
-eyed." She actually said that. It was one of those moments where I 
just froze, and I realized that there was movement all around me, 
other people were listening, talking, and breathing—except for me. 
And it was like, I can win little battles here, but I am not going to win 
this war. 
Windy City Times: Do you feel like the network's vision changed over 
the years that you were there? What do you think caused that 
change? 
CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: It was always about ratings, but it became 
even more about ratings and that defined who was the audience that 
would be the most interested. And then you got to, who is our audi-
ence? Who is our audience that we care about? Not just who's watch-
ing, but who's watching who's got disposable dollars? Whose dollars 
do we want?  
WCT: So you left the network. What was the next step? 
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CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: The next step was that it took me a long 
time to throw away my business cards. At the time they said "Senior 
Producer, NBC News." Oh my God, it is such an identity. 
WCT: I can imagine. 
CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: It really is. I went through a long drought. 
Then Frontline asked me to make a film on homophobia. Big subject, 
you know? The result of that was a film that I made called "The As-
sault on Gay America." And it was the story of Billy Jack [ Gaither ] , a 
young man who was brutally murdered in Alabama. The assignment 
I'd been given was, tell us why we are so homophobic. And when I 
came back I said, why? [ Because ] we are afraid. We are afraid of 
gender roles. We are deeply, deeply afraid of not fitting into what is 
male and what is female. It is the first division. And I came to under-
stand that it is—as much as it's something for a Black woman to 
say—it's even a deeper division than race. It's older, it's deeper. Peo-
ple may hate, but what do you think hatred is based on? It's a product 
of fear. That's what it's borne of. So I got to make that film. I got to be-
gin to understand homophobia in my own community. 
WCT: Had you done anything about HIV before [Filming Why Us?]?  
CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: The very first time I did when I was a pro-
ducer at World News Tonight. I did a story about how HIV was going 
to move from the white gay male population—this was 1987—to mi-
norities. And we had a hard time selling that in 1987. The anchorman 
said to me, that's ridiculous, this is a white gay male disease. And the 
irony of that is, the very last story before he died, years later, was in-
terviewing some Black men who were basically on the down low. ABC 
did a very wonderful, smart documentary on HIV in the Black commu-
nity. So I've always been tickled by that piece of irony. But in 1987, it 
was like, what?  
WCT: How did you find the narrator? She was very good. 
CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: Tamira [Noble]. I found her in a biology 
class. It was one of the classes we went to to recruit students for this 
research project. The kids were extremely hostile. She was noticeable 
because she was so quiet. She never said a word, she just stared 
straight at me the whole time. Then she was one of twenty who even-
tually signed up. The third session, she said something that knocked 
my socks off. She said, she recalled being in a health class once and 
having someone come in and talk about being HIV-positive, and her 
reaction—she listened to the woman's story and at the end the 
woman said, "I have HIV," and [ Tamira ] said, oh my god, that 
woman touched my desk! Am I going to be all right? And she said, I 
never want to be that ignorant again. And the more that I worked with 
her, the more that I knew that it had to be in her voice. It absolutely 
had to be.  
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WCT: Was that something that you hadn't initially planned on? 

CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: No. In my original proposal, I was going to 
put [ students ] up as evaluators so they would tell us what was good, 
what was bad. And I even thought, maybe we could have them do 
some shooting, and I had raised extra money from Pittsburgh founda-
tions to buy them cameras. They didn't want to pick up a camera, 
ever. They wanted to ask questions. And that was another "aha!" mo-
ment. They understood that they are always being researched. They 
defined power as the ability to ask questions.  

WCT: I wanted to know about the process of vetting what information 
you were going to put in the film. I was really impressed by how much 
you covered—it just went in all these different directions, and I was 
wondering how you decided what to keep in.  

CLAUDIA PRYOR MALIS: It was extremely difficult in terms of an ed-
iting process. Basically, anything that didn't speak directly to how this 
microbe winds its way through the Black experience had to go. My 
purpose was to explain, in as narrative a way as possible, why HIV 
flourishes in Black populations. And the reasons are scientific, socio-
economic and cultural. The reasons are all of those, and they all inter-
sect. 

I could make a film just on the different theories about the origins of 
AIDS. There's a film to be made just on the deconstruction of homo-
phobia and masculinity and the Bible in Black America. And there's a 
film just on heterosexual characters. But if you do just one of them, 
you're letting too many people off the hook, by saying, well, okay, 
that's them. My purpose is to say no, this is us. This is all of us.  



HIV/AIDS patients burdened by emotional baggage of shame 

AACCORDINGCCORDING  TOTO  DATADATA  FROMFROM  THETHE  CDC, CDC, ATAT  THETHE  ENDEND  OFOF  2007, 2007, BLACKSBLACKS  ACCOUNTEDACCOUNTED  FORFOR  ALMOSTALMOST  HALFHALF  OFOF  THETHE  1.1 1.1 MILLIONMILLION  PEO-PEO-

PLEPLE  LIVINGLIVING  WITHWITH  HIV HIV ININ  AAMERICAMERICA. .   
  

MMARLINEARLINE  HHINESINES  WORKSWORKS  ATAT  NNEWEW  YYORKORK  CCITYITY ''SS  OLDESTOLDEST  MINORITYMINORITY  AIDS AIDS SERVICESERVICE  ORGANIZATIONORGANIZATION, F, FACESACES, , WHEREWHERE  SHESHE  LEADSLEADS  AA  

WOMENWOMEN ''SS  SUPPORTSUPPORT  PROGRAMPROGRAM  CALLEDCALLED  THETHE  AASHASHA  PPROJECTROJECT. .   
  

FFOUROUR  HUNDREDHUNDRED  WOMENWOMEN  HAVEHAVE  ALREADYALREADY  PASSEDPASSED  THROUGHTHROUGH  THISTHIS  PROGRAMPROGRAM, , WHICHWHICH  AIMSAIMS  TOTO  HELPHELP  WOMENWOMEN  ADDRESSADDRESS  THETHE  EMO-EMO-

TIONALTIONAL  BAGGAGEBAGGAGE  THATTHAT  COMESCOMES  WITHWITH  THETHE  VIRUSVIRUS. T. THEHE  MOSTMOST  COMMONCOMMON  FEELINGFEELING? S? SHAMEHAME. .   
  

"E"EVENVEN  ININ  THETHE  PROCESSPROCESS  OFOF  ROLEROLE  PLAYINGPLAYING, , THEYTHEY  CANCAN ''TT  SAYSAY  ITIT," H," HINESINES  SAIDSAID. "E. "EVENVEN  THOUGHTHOUGH  I'I'MM  NOTNOT  THEIRTHEIR  DAUGHTERDAUGHTER, , ITIT ''SS  

HARDHARD  FORFOR  THEMTHEM  TOTO  JUSTJUST  SAYSAY  'I''I'MM  POSITIVEPOSITIVE.'".'"  
  

IITT ''SS  THATTHAT  KINDKIND  OFOF  SHAMESHAME  ANDAND  SECRECYSECRECY  THATTHAT  FILMMAKERFILMMAKER  CCLAUDIALAUDIA  PPRYORRYOR  WITNESSEDWITNESSED  WHILEWHILE  MAKINGMAKING  THETHE  DOCUMENTARYDOCUMENTARY, , 

““WWHYHY  UUSS? L? LEFTEFT  BBEHINDEHIND  ANDAND  DDYINGYING.”.”  
  

"I "I LEARNEDLEARNED  THATTHAT  OUROUR  INTERNALINTERNAL  SECRECYSECRECY  ANDAND  SHAMESHAME  ABSOLUTELYABSOLUTELY  DRIVESDRIVES  THISTHIS  ININ  OUROUR  COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY," P," PRYORRYOR  TOLDTOLD  THETHEGGRIORIO  ININ  

AA  SITSIT--DOWNDOWN  INTERVIEWINTERVIEW. .   
  

"A"ANDND  PROBABLYPROBABLY  THETHE  BIGGESTBIGGEST  THINGTHING  I I LEARNEDLEARNED  ISIS  THATTHAT  UNDERLYINGUNDERLYING  THATTHAT  ISIS  AA  SELFSELF--HATREDHATRED  ANDAND  SELFSELF--DENIGRATIONDENIGRATION  THATTHAT  

MAKESMAKES  USUS  FEELFEEL  THATTHAT  WEWE  AREARE  UNWORTHYUNWORTHY  OFOF  BEINGBEING  PROJECTEDPROJECTED," P," PRYORRYOR  SAIDSAID..  
  

"W"WHYHY  UUSS?" ?" FOLLOWSFOLLOWS  AA  GROUPGROUP  OFOF  INNERINNER--CITYCITY  PPITTSBURGHITTSBURGH  STUDENTSSTUDENTS  ASAS  THEYTHEY  INVESTIGATEINVESTIGATE  WHYWHY  HIV HIV RATESRATES  AREARE  SOSO  HIGHHIGH  ININ  

BLACKBLACK  COMMUNITIESCOMMUNITIES. .   
  

TTHEHE  STUDENTSSTUDENTS  INTERVIEWEDINTERVIEWED  LEADINGLEADING  EXPERTSEXPERTS, , PEOPLEPEOPLE  WITHWITH  THETHE  INFECTIONINFECTION  ININ  THEIRTHEIR  NEIGHBORHOODNEIGHBORHOOD, , ANDAND  ACTIVISTSACTIVISTS, , ALLALL  

WHILEWHILE  HAVINGHAVING  THEIRTHEIR  REACTIONSREACTIONS  TOTO  THETHE  STUDYSTUDY  MONITOREDMONITORED. .   
  

TTAMIRAAMIRA  NNOBLEOBLE  ISIS  THETHE  NARRATORNARRATOR  ANDAND  WASWAS  ONEONE  OFOF  THETHE  STUDENTSSTUDENTS  INVOLVEDINVOLVED  ININ  THETHE  STUDYSTUDY. W. WHILEHILE  WORKINGWORKING  ONON  THISTHIS  PRO-PRO-

JECTJECT, N, NOBLEOBLE  LEARNEDLEARNED  THATTHAT  SECRETSSECRETS  HITHIT  CLOSECLOSE  TOTO  HOMEHOME. .   
  

"I "I DIDNDIDN ''TT  THINKTHINK  I I KNEWKNEW  ANYONEANYONE  WITHWITH  HIV, HIV, SOSO  ITIT  WASNWASN ''TT  VERYVERY  PERSONALPERSONAL," N," NOBLEOBLE  SAIDSAID. "I. "ITT  BECAMEBECAME  PERSONALPERSONAL  WHENWHEN  I I GOTGOT  

INVOLVEDINVOLVED  BECAUSEBECAUSE  THENTHEN  ALLALL  OFOF  THESETHESE  SECRETSSECRETS  STARTEDSTARTED  SPILLINGSPILLING  FROMFROM  MYMY  OWNOWN  FAMILYFAMILY. A. ANDND  THATTHAT ''SS  WHENWHEN  I I FOUNDFOUND  OUTOUT  

THATTHAT  I I HADHAD  ANAN  UNCLEUNCLE  THATTHAT  DIEDDIED  OFOF  HIV/AIDHIV/AIDSS. H. HISIS  NAMENAME  WASWAS  EEDWARDDWARD. I . I HADHAD  NEVERNEVER  HEARDHEARD  OFOF  HIMHIM  UNTILUNTIL  I I HADHAD  STARTEDSTARTED  ONON  

THISTHIS  PROJECTPROJECT. T. THENHEN  I I FOUNDFOUND  OUTOUT  ONEONE  OFOF  MYMY  COUSINCOUSIN  ALSOALSO  HASHAS  HIV/AIDHIV/AIDSS  ANDAND  I I WASNWASN ''TT  EVENEVEN  ALLOWEDALLOWED  TOTO  KNOWKNOW  THISTHIS  

COUSINCOUSIN  UNTILUNTIL  I I JOINEDJOINED  THISTHIS  PROJECTPROJECT."."  
  

KKEEPINGEEPING  SECRETSSECRETS  UNDERUNDER  WRAPSWRAPS  ISIS  SOMETHINGSOMETHING  HHINESINES  SAYSSAYS  ISIS  AA  VALUEVALUE  THETHE  BLACKBLACK  COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY  HASHAS  UPHELDUPHELD  FORFOR  GENERA-GENERA-

TIONSTIONS..  
    

"B"BLACKLACK  PEOPLEPEOPLE  HASHAS  AA  CULTURECULTURE  THATTHAT  ISIS  SOUTHERNSOUTHERN, , THATTHAT  ISIS  OLDOLD--FASHIONEDFASHIONED," H," HINESINES  SAIDSAID. "W. "WHATHAT ''SS  SAIDSAID  ININ  THETHE  HOUSEHOUSE, , STAYSSTAYS  

ININ  THETHE  HOUSEHOUSE." ."   
  

BBUTUT  THOSETHOSE  INVOLVEDINVOLVED  ININ  GETTINGGETTING  THETHE  WORDWORD  OUTOUT  HOPEHOPE  THATTHAT  DESPITEDESPITE  THISTHIS  DEEPDEEP--SEATEDSEATED  TRADITIONTRADITION, , THEIRTHEIR  COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY  WILLWILL  

TAKETAKE  OWNERSHIPOWNERSHIP  OFOF  THEIRTHEIR  PERSONALPERSONAL  SAFETYSAFETY  ANDAND  GETGET  TESTEDTESTED. .   
  

"J"JUSTUST  WANTWANT  PEOPLEPEOPLE  TOTO  SEESEE  THETHE  FILMFILM  ANDAND  GETGET  TESTEDTESTED," N," NOBLEOBLE  SAIDSAID. "I . "I MEANMEAN, , IFIF  EVERYONEEVERYONE  COULDCOULD  LOOKLOOK  ITIT  ANDAND  LEARNLEARN  SOME-SOME-

THINGTHING  FROMFROM  ITIT  THATTHAT ''SS  GOODGOOD. B. BUTUT  IFIF  PEOPLEPEOPLE  LEARNLEARN  FROMFROM  ITIT  ANDAND  GETGET  TESTEDTESTED  THENTHEN  I'I'VEVE  ACCOMPLISHEDACCOMPLISHED  WHATWHAT  WEWE  WEREWERE  TRY-TRY-

INGING  TOTO  DODO." ."   

By Jessica Shim 
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