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BETWEEN MYTHS AND REALITY

Two stories
OTarapoto, a city in the Peruvian

rainforest, a handful of women
aged 35 to 39 sit in the shade of the palm
trees waiting to be seen by a midwife.
They appear anxious and nervous. These
women are about to enter the clinic to be
screened for cervical cancer, which,
according to statistics, is one of the lead-
ing causes of mortality among women in
Peru.

utside of the medical center of

“Gloria Pinedo,” calls the midwife. It is
Gloria’s turn. A woman who devotes her-
self to her home and to cutting and selling
firewood for stoves, Gloria, aged 36, gave
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ENTRE LOS MITOS Y LA VIDA

historias

Dos

n las afueras del centro médico de
E Tarapoto, ciudad de la selva perua-

na, un punado de mujeres sentadas
a la sombra de las palmeras, esperan ser
llamadas por una obstetra. Se les ve
intranquilas, nerviosas. Estan a punto de
ingresar al consultorio para someterse a
un examen de deteccion precoz de cancer
de cuello uterino, segun las estadisticas,
una de las principales causas de mortali-
dad femenina en el Peru.

“1Gloria Pinedo!” -llama la obstetra. Es
el turno de Gloria, una mujer que se dedi-
ca a las tareas del hogar y a la extraccion
y venta de lena que sirve de lumbre para
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The women of the Peruvian
rainforest do not have a culture of
preventive health care. They see a

doctor when the pain gets very bad,
and sometimes it Is too late.

Las mujeres de la selva peruana no
tienen una cultura de salud preventiva. |
Acuden al médico cuando los dolores
son muy intensos y
a veces es
demasiado
tarde.

In their educational talks,
i health professionals seek to
promote a culture of
preventive health in women
who have never in their lives

i visited a health post.
: S
B ; Durante las charlas informativas
LY e los profesionales de la
salud tratan de dise-

minar una cultura de
i salud preventiva en
% . Mujeres que nunca
€en su vida han visi-
tado un puesto
de salud.

N

L
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birth to her three children at home in her
house of adobe and thatch, and was
attended to by the community midwife.
Gloria usually consults this widwife for
gynecological problems, which are then
generally treated with herbal remedies.
However, this time she has decided to have
herself screened because she is afraid of
developing the same disease that she
believes killed her mother. “In the end,
my mother, who had seven children, bled
from her private parts and shriveled up
like the snakes that sleep in the sun,” she
recalls.

Once Gloria enters the clinic, the mid-
wife carefully explains what she is going to
do. Gloria asks some questions, and the
midwife answers them. The midwife then

17
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las cocinas. Gloria, de 36 anos, dio a luz a
sus tres hijos en su casa de barro y canas,
atendida por la partera de la comunidad.
Es a ella a quien suele consultar sobre
asuntos ginecologicos, que generalmente
trata con yerbas medicinales. Sin embar-
go, esta vez se animo a hacerse este exa-
men por temor a contraer la misma enfer-
medad que ella cree matéo a su madre.
“Durante sus ultimos dias mi mama, que
habia tenido trece hijos, sangraba por sus
partes pudientes y se resecaba como las
culebras que se quedan dormidas bajo el
sol” -recuerda.

Una vez en el consultorio, para facilitar
la observacion ginecologica, la obstetra
pide a Gloria que se tienda sobre la cami-
Illa. “No tema, Gloria, no le va a doler” -le
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tells her that in order to perform the exam,
Gloria must provide her approval by sign-
ing a document called the Informed
Consent. She signs the document and is
then asked to lie down on the cot for the
examination. “Don’t be afraid, Gloria, this
won’t hurt,” the widwife says, as she pro-
ceeds with the examination.

In order to detect lesions that could
potentially become malignant over time,
the midwife applies acetic acid (which is
nothing but vinegar) to the cervix. Gloria
is rather upset, more from the embarrass-
ment than the pain, which is minimal.
After the vinegar is applied, whitish spots
appear on the pink surface of the cervix,
alerting the widwife to a possible precan-
cerous lesion.

ORGANIZACION PANAMERICANA DE LA SALUD

dice mientras procede al examen.

Para detectar alguna lesion que con los
anos podria convertirse en un cancer
maligno, la obstetra aplica acido acético
(que no es otra cosa que vinagre) sobre el
cuello del utero. Gloria esta notoriamente
perturbada, mas por la vergiienza que por
el dolor, que es minimo. Por efecto del
vinagre, aparecen manchas blanquecinas
sobre la superficie colorada del cuello
uterino, lo que indica que tiene lesiones
precancerosas.

El metodo de Inspeccion Visual con
Acido Acetico (IVAA) es el mas sencillo y
efectivo para detectar lesiones tempranas
en el cuello uterino. De noviembre del

2000 a junio del 2001, 8.468 mujeres del

v
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"While waiting my turn for the VIA test, | got scared. | wanted
to go home, but since the check-up was free,
my husband was working on the farm,
and my children were in school, | couldn’t
find any real excuse for leaving,
:- " so | stayed ‘til the end."

-  hacerme el IVAA,

* entraron temolﬁes. Que
regresar a casa, ppero co
consultaera gira}sﬂta, mi

Za
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This procedure is called visual inspec-
tion with acetic acid (VIA) and is the sim-
v plest method for early detection of cervical

dwife’s visual diag-
practitioner performs a
nent. He examines her
-an instrument
ght and magnifying
assessment confirms that the
suspicious whitish spots may very well be
precancerous lesions. “You have a small
lesion that appears to be a group of abnor-
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departamento de San Martin han sido
evaluadas mediante este método, como
parte del proyecto de Tamizaje y
Tratamiento Inmediato (TATI) de lesiones
de cuello uterino.

ra corroborar el diagndstico visual de
bstetra, un médico realiza una segun-
a evaluacion. Utiliza para ello un ‘avis-
copio’, instrumento provisto de una lin-
terna y un lente de aumento, confirmando
la presencia de las manchas blanqueci-
nas. “Tienes una pequena herida que, de
no tratarse a tiempo, podria hacerte
mucho dano” -le dice a Gloria. Lo que
sucederia de no seguir la terapia, es que
las células anormales que se han detecta-
do en Gloria comenzarian a proliferar
desordenadamente, destruyendo otras

vorr
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Detected in time with the VIA test,
precancerous lesions can be treated
immediately with cryotherapy,
a simple procedure that consists of
freezing and destroying the cancer cells.

Las lesiones precancerosas, detectadas a tiempo por
el examen de IVAA, pueden curarse inmediatamente con
una crioterapia, sencillo procedimiento terapéutico que
consiste en congelar y destruir las células cancerigenas.

v
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mal cells,” the physician tells her.
“However, it may only be inflammation. If
they are abnormal cells and are not treat-
ed in time, they could cause you a great
deal of harm.” He tells Gloria what would
happen if they are in fact abnormal cells
and are not treated in time. He explains
that the abnormal cells would begin to
proliferate wildly, destroying other parts of
her body and eventually causing her death.
This process could take 10 or 15 years.

When asked what she believes was the
cause of her lesions, Gloria responds: “My
neighbors have told me that you get cancer
from lycra underwear, IUDs, too much
sex, and having a lot of children.” It is
common in San Martin for women to have
such notions about the causes of cervical

ORGANIZACION PANAMERICANA DE LA SALUD

partes de su organismo hasta producirle
la muerte. Este proceso podria durar
entre diez y quince anos.

A la pregunta de cuales creia Gloria que
eran las causas de sus lesiones,
respondio: “Mis vecinas me han dicho
que da cancer por usar calzon de lycra,
ponerse la T de cobre, tener mucho sexo y
muchos hijos. Pero yo creo que, si no es
por herencia de mi madre, es un castigo
de Dios por algo malo que debo haber
hecho en el pasado”. Es comtin en San
Martin que las mujeres tengan estas ideas
erroneas sobre las causas del cancer de
cuello uterino. Pero en realidad, la causa
mas frecuente es la transmision, a traves
de las relaciones sexuales, de un virus lla-
mado ‘Virus Papiloma Humano’ (VPH).



The doctors have told
Gloria that on this
occasion she will have
to balance her beliefs
against her life.

Los doctores le han
dicho a Gloria que en
esta ocasion tendra
que poner en un lado
de la balanza sus
creencias y en el otro,
su vida.




PAN AMERICAN HEALTH ORGANIZATION

cancer. In reality, however, the most fre-
quent cause is sexual transmission of the
human papillomavirus (HPYV).

Overcoming her fears and understand-
ing that these lesions can be treated,
Gloria decides to put herself in the hands
of the TATI Project specialists and will
soon undergo cryotherapy, a simple proce-
dure that consists of applying cold to the
precancerous lesions to freeze and destroy
the abnormal cells. This therapy will get
to the root of the problem and at the same
time help to sow the seeds for a healthy
life, where the norm for future behavior
will be prevention rather than regret for
action not taken.

ORGANIZACION PANAMERICANA DE LA SALUD

Superando todos sus temores, Gloria se
puso en manos de los especialistas del
proyecto TATI y pronto se sometera a una
crioterapia, sencillo procedimiento tera-
péutico que consiste en aplicar frio a las
lesiones precancerosas para congelarlas
y destruirlas. Esta terapia arrancara el
mal desde su raiz y, en cambio, sembrara
las bases de una vida sana, donde la
norma principal sera prevenir antes que
lamentar.

a
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MEDICINE VERSUS MYTHS
he mythology of the rainforest is one
of the major obstacles encountered

Tby professionals from the Health
Bureau of the San Martin Region in their
daily work to prevent and control diseases
such as cervical cancer. It is here in this
majestic, marvelous region, where
women’s illiteracy reaches 26.9%, that
many women still shudder when vultures
fly overhead. To complicate these matters,
there is a belief that during a gynecologi-
cal check-up, the doctor who takes a sam-
ple of cells for examination under a
microscope is the “pistaco” himself, a
mythical being who takes the fat from

dead bodies to use as fuel for flying
machines. Amid this jungle of prejudice

vrv
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MEDICINA VERSUS MITOS
a mitologia de la selva es uno de los
grandes obstaculos que encuentran

L los profesionales de la Direccion de
Salud del departamento de San Martin,
en su tarea diaria de prevenir y controlar
enfermedades como el cancer de cuello
uterino. Y es que en esta region ‘real
maravillosa’, muchas mujeres todavia se
estremecen cuando los gallinazos sobre-
vuelan el vecindario. Es mas, existe la
creencia de que el médico que durante el
examen ginecoldgico toma una muestra
de las células para luego examinarlas a
través del microscopio, es el mismisimo
pistaco, aquel personaje mistico que
extrae la grasa de los cadaveres para
usarla como combustible de maquinas
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and lack of medical care, specialists strug- voladoras. En medio de esta jungla de
gle day by day to convince local people prejuicios, los especialistas luchan dia a
at health professionals can be trusted dia para que los pobladores confien mas
re than the ghosts of the rainforest. en los profesionales de la salud que en los
fantasmas del bosque.

ertila Vela!” -llama la obstetra.
ila tiene cuatro hijos y se dedica al
ultivo de arroz, frijoles, platano, yuca,
S mani y cana de azucar para el consumo
ng, and television familiar. Tiene solamente cinco aios de
reached her community educacion escolar y a su comunidad, la
0. “The Internet? Whats television y el teléfono llegaron hace ape-
nas quince anos; “;Internet? ;qué es
eso?”.

e health center was no sim-

ple matter for Bertila. Aside from having  Ella fue a hacerse el examen de 1VAA
to walk two hours to reach the center, she luego de asistir a una charla educativa
had to put off some household chores such que hubo cerca de su casa, y gracias a la

vt
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In addition to
their household
chores, the
women of

San Martin grow
crops such as rice,
beans, bananas,
and manioc for
home consumption.

Ademas de las tareas
del hogar, las mujeres de
San Martin se dedican al
cultivo de algunos productos
para el consumo familiar, como
arroz, frijoles, platano y yuca.

e

v
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as cooking, washing her children’s clothes
in the river, and treating an injured mare.
Bertila made the decision to go for VIA
screening after attending an educational
talk given near her home, thanks to which,
at the age of 42, she learned about cervical
cancer.

Now, hearing her name called, she steps
forward and crosses the threshold of the
clinic. She believes that the pain and dis-
charge from her vaginal infection are
symptoms of cancer. “It hurts more in the
morning, when I'm working on the farm; if
it rains, the pain is worse,” she complains
to the midwife. A few minutes later she
leaves with a smile that lights up her face.
The VIA examination proved negative.
That is to say, she has no precancerous

ORGANIZACION PANAMERICANA DE LA SALUD

cual, a sus 42 anos, se entero de la exis-
tencia del cancer de cuello uterino. Ella
pensaba que los dolores y descensos de la
infeccion vaginal que la aquejaba, eran
sintomas cancerigenos. “Me duele mas en
las mananas, cuando estoy trabajando en
la chacra; si llueve, me duele peor” -se
queja con la obstetra.

Llegar al centro de salud no fue una
tarea sencilla para Bertila. Tuvo que
posponer algunas tareas hogarenas como
cocinar, lavar la ropa de sus hijos en el rio
y curar a una yegua herida.

La charla educativa habia despertado
en Bertila la necesaria preocupacion por
el cuidado anticipado de su salud. Asi
que, dio unos pasos y cruzoé el umbral del

A
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lesions, only an infection that can be cured consultorio. Pocos minutos después, salio

rapidly and with some pills.

When Bertila got home, she found that
her children and husband had been wor-
ried about her absence. Relieved, she
hugged them and said, “Bertila will be
around for a while.”

Thy Cnd

con una sonrisa que le iluminaba. El exa-
men de IVAA habia salido negativo. Es
decir, no tenia lesiones precancerosas
solo una infeccion que podia curarse
rapidamente con unas pastillas.

Cuando Bertila regreso a casa, encontro
que sus hijos y su esposo habian estado
preocupados por su ausencia. Ella, ali-
viada, los abrazo y les dijo: “Hay Bertila
para rato”.

Ton





