Madrid Pride Plus spotlights HIV dignity and lasting stigma
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Marchers have filled central Madrid for Pride Plus, a growing event challenging HIV stigma and celebrating the lives of people living with the virus. With public figures, health campaigners and allies taking part, the gathering matters because medical progress has moved quickly, while social attitudes have often lagged behind.
Essential Takeaways
A visible show of solidarity: Thousands joined the Madrid march, including Eduardo Casanova, Paco Leon and Health Minister Monica Garcia.
The message is clear: Organisers are challenging serophobia, discrimination and the silence surrounding HIV.
Science has changed lives: Effective treatment means people with an undetectable viral load cannot sexually transmit HIV.
Stigma still has practical costs: Housing, insurance, ageing and hate speech remain significant concerns.
Visibility is powerful: Campaigners say public figures can help replace fear and misinformation with understanding.
Madrid’s Pride Plus turns visibility into protest
The strongest image from Madrid is also the simplest: people walking together, drums beating, banners raised and voices refusing to soften the message. Pride Plus brought thousands to the Paseo del Prado under the slogan “Neither guilt nor silence”, according to El Pais.
Eduardo Casanova stood at the front of the procession alongside other people living openly with HIV. After publicly sharing his status late last year, the actor and director said he had experienced abuse and hostility, revealing how quickly old prejudices can surface when a private diagnosis becomes public. El Pais has previously explored his decision to speak out and the taboos surrounding HIV.
The march began outside the Health Ministry and ended near the Reina Sofia Museum. That route gave the event a distinctly civic character: this wasn't only a celebration, but a demand for dignity, protection and equal treatment.
Why HIV stigma still feels so persistent
Medical language has changed dramatically, but public assumptions can be stubborn. Cesida, Spain's national HIV and AIDS coordinator, says six in ten people living with HIV report experiencing serophobia, from social judgement to outright discrimination.
The problem isn't limited to awkward conversations or outdated jokes. Campaigners point to barriers involving housing, life insurance, employment and the treatment of older people who lived through the worst years of the epidemic. Cesida's Pride Plus materials place visibility and rights at the heart of the 2026 programme.
That gap between scientific reality and social behaviour is what makes the march feel necessary. As Cesida director Toni Poveda has argued, being visible can itself become a political act. It tells people living with HIV that they aren't expected to disappear, explain themselves or retreat into silence.
The science is clearer than many people realise
One of the most important facts is also one of the least consistently understood. People on effective treatment who maintain an undetectable viral load cannot sexually transmit HIV. Often expressed as U equals U, or undetectable equals untransmittable, the principle has transformed both health outcomes and relationships.
Prevention has also advanced. Newer medicines, including long-acting options, are widening the choices available to people who want protection from HIV. But a breakthrough in treatment doesn't automatically erase fear, particularly when public knowledge is shaped by decades-old imagery and misinformation.
That is why Pride Plus combines protest with education, art and storytelling. Cesida's programme includes creative projects, awards for activism and a theatre production, turning a complex health subject into something people can see, hear and discuss.
Public figures can help shift the conversation
Casanova's appearance carries particular weight because celebrity visibility can reach people who may never attend a health briefing or read a campaign guide. His experience also shows the risk involved. Being open may help dismantle a taboo, but it can expose someone to cruelty that should have disappeared long ago.
Earlier coverage in El Pais described Casanova's HIV disclosure as a break with a deeply personal silence. At Pride Plus, his message was aimed at other public figures who might be considering whether to speak. Visibility, he suggested, can offer reassurance to people who are still frightened of being judged.
There is no obligation for anyone to disclose a health condition. But when people choose to do so safely and on their own terms, the effect can be significant. One honest account can challenge a whole collection of myths.
What needs to happen next?
Pride Plus has grown since its first edition and is now gaining wider recognition among European pride organisations, according to Cesida. Organisers say this year's gathering was the largest yet, reflecting both stronger support and the scale of the work still ahead.
The next challenge is making progress feel ordinary rather than exceptional. That means accurate sex education, better training for health and social-care professionals, stronger anti-discrimination measures and practical support for people facing housing or financial barriers.
For the marchers, the message is ultimately hopeful. HIV is no longer the same medical threat it was in the 1980s, but a dignified life depends on more than medicine. It also requires respect, safety and the freedom to be seen without fear.
Small facts can dismantle big prejudices, one conversation at a time.
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