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‘AIDS: Don’t die of ignorance’
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Silent Negligence, Artistic Resilience: Unveiling Government and Media neglect in the AIDS Crisis, and the Arts’ Activist Response

The AIDS crisis that unfolded in the late 20th century represents a pivotal moment in global public health and social history. This epidemic, fuelled by the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), took a devastating toll on individuals and communities worldwide. Amidst the challenges posed by this health emergency, the role of government and media response emerged as a critical aspect that significantly influenced the trajectory of the crisis. This thesis seeks to highlight the governmental and media negligence that marked the early stages of the AIDS epidemic, juxtaposed against the proactive and impactful response from the arts.

In the early stages of the AIDS crisis, there was a profound lack of awareness and urgency in the responses from governments across the globe, a reluctance to acknowledge the weight of the situation and implement effective public health measures early on resulted in a fast spread of the virus. In their slow response to allocate resources for researching the virus, preventing, and treatment, governments contributed to a widening abandonment of the affected communities, primarily the gay community which this thesis is centred upon. Countless lives were lost as consequence to this negligence, rooted in social stigma, reluctance of political action, and insufficient understanding of the virus overall.

Simultaneously, mainstream media played a complicit role in perpetuating stigmatization surrounding AIDS. Sensationalism, homophobia, and fear-driven narratives dominated coverage of the crisis, further marginalizing the affected communities, and perpetuating harmful stereotypes. The coupling of the two primary sources of education and action - the media and governments, taking a less than satisfactory stand against the AIDS epidemic likely led to countless more HIV/AIDS exposures that could have been avoided with the appropriate response.

As a result of the lack of action from the media and governmental organisations of an appropriate manner for such a widespread epidemic that seemed to be targeting minority communities, activist groups centred on AIDS were formed and went on to spread globally. These activist groups aimed to raise awareness for AIDS, pleading for more research from governments towards prevention strategies, education, and treatments. From these activist groups that garnered involvement from many public figures and general public alike, saw some of the most impactful visual arts of the AIDS epidemic that are still referenced today.

This thesis, titled after the infamous 1987 British Department of Health campaign, AIDS: Don’t Die of Ignorance, aims to dissect the multifaceted dimensions of government and media negligence during the AIDS crisis while highlighting the profound impact of artistic responses that came of the epidemic. This study seeks to develop a comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay between governmental responsibility, media influence, and the catalysing force of art in implementing awareness, empathy, and social change.



HIV AND AIDS, WHAT IS IT?
The late 20th century saw the emergence of the devastating global health phenomena known as the AIDS crisis, and ever since has continued to pose a significant challenge and threat to public health systems, communities, and individuals worldwide. Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome, or more commonly known as AIDS, is caused by the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), a virus that enters the bloodstream and attaches itself to CD4 white blood cells, these cells being the body’s natural defence against infections. Once the HIV virus attaches and fuses with the CD4 cells, it releases its genetic material with the cell which combines with the blood cell’s DNA, this allows the virus to produce more HIV proteins that are able to attack the immune system undetected. Once HIV attacks the immune system, it leaves the affected individual vulnerable to a myriad of opportunistic infections and diseases. (HIV.gov, 2023)

At this present moment there is no cure for HIV and AIDS, but years of medical research has resulted in the development of HIV treatments that can stop the progression of the virus. When taken as prescribed, HIV medicines like ART (antiretroviral therapy) can decrease the HIV viral load of the affected individual to the point of being undetectable. (HIVinfo, 2021) 
Decreasing the HIV viral load allows for those living with the virus to live longer and healthier lives, and when the viral load count reaches a point of being undetectable, those with HIV are effectively at no risk of transmitting HIV.

When HIV is left untreated, the virus will eventually develop into AIDS. Commonly this will happen within 10 years of initially contracting the HIV virus, but sometimes can take longer. (World Health Organisation, 2022) AIDS is diagnosed when a HIV blood test result comes back with less than 200 CD4 cells per microliter (mcL) of blood. (Stanford Health Care, 2018)
AIDS is used as an umbrella term for the illnesses that can occur from long lasting, untreated HIV infection that has severely damaged the immune system to the point of being unable to protect against infections. AIDS defined illnesses include those such as cancers, pneumonia, tuberculosis, and other life-threatening infections that the body has no defence to. (Shibemba, 2020)

Nowadays, HIV and AIDS are more manageable thanks to treatments like ART. According to the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, global HIV data shows a gradual but constant decline in new HIV infections among all groups since the year 1995, which saw a peak in new infections at an estimated 3.2 million new HIV infections, to 2022 with 1.3 new infections. AIDS related deaths have also seen a similar trajectory, peaking in 2004 with 2 million AIDS related deaths globally, data has shown a 69% decrease in AIDS related deaths as of 2022, with an estimated 630,000. (UNAID, 2023) The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS data also reveals the key populations that have a median HIV prevalence that was higher than others, the highest populations being of the queer community, with gay men, or other men that have sex with men making up 7.5% of those results, and transgender peoples at 10.5%. The following highest populations are as follows; people that inject drugs at 5%, sex workers at 2.5%, and people in prisons at 1.4%.

These statistics of key populations with higher records of HIV infections have remained consistent from the early stages of the HIV and AIDS epidemic. In a 2001 report about HIV and AIDS in the United States by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, it’s revealed that through to the mid 1990’s that the most common mode of exposure to AIDS was through male-to-male sexual contact, making up 46% of cases, then injected drug use at 25%, and heterosexual contact making up for 11% of cases. (CDC, 2001)

A report by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention detailed the first confirmed cases of HIV in the United States. On the 5th of June 1981 in Los Angeles, five previously healthy young men, all of which were ‘active homosexuals’ were diagnosed with pneumocystis pneumonia. (Wilson, 2021) Pneumocystis pneumonia being a serious infection that comes as a result of a medical condition or medicines that weakens the immune system, first appearing in these first five known cases of HIV in the United States. (CDC, 2021) The first documented cases of HIV in the United Kingdom followed shortly afterwards in the December of 1981. Then, in July of the following year was one of the first deaths caused by AIDS related illness, a gay man identified as Terry Higgins. Shortly after, his partner and community would establish the Terrance Higgins Trust to raise awareness and funding for the affected communities of HIV and AIDS, and “fight for the proper Government response required to stem the tide of lives lost.” (Wilson, 2021)

Due to these first cases of HIV and AIDS only affecting the gay community in the early stages of its spread, the initial name for the disease was GRID, an abbreviated form of ‘Gay Related Immune Deficiency’. As the disease went on to spread so rapidly amongst other communities, minorities for the most part, the term AIDS was first used in the autumn of 1982, intended to be seen as less specific to one community. (Healthy Gallatin, 2019) Unfortunately, due to the fact that it was primarily gay men being affected in the early stages of HIV and AIDS, and the disease being considered a ‘gay related immune deficiency’, a negative narrative and bias was formed. This negative narrative was propelled when the most affected communities were grouped together, creating a narrative that these people were leading dirty and promiscuous lifestyles.

THE GAY COMMUNITY, THE AFFECTED
The 1990 documentary Paris is Burning provides an insight into the gay world of New York City in the 1980s, filmed between 1987 to 1989. Directed by Jennie Livingston, a queer woman and part of the AIDS activist group, ‘ACT UP’, Paris is Burning offers a moving look into the lives of LGBTQ+ people, primarily of African American and Latino descent, who found comfort, expression, and identity in the ballroom scene. The documentary inadvertently highlights the connections between the AIDS pandemic, homophobia, and the problems of the marginalised groups it depicts by providing a personal account of this subculture.

During the 1980s while the ballroom culture was progressing, the AIDS epidemic was devastating gay communities worldwide. The documentary captures the era’s inescapable feelings of fear and loss through the perspective of those that were living through it. The ballroom scene, an open space for queer expression, creativity, and life to flourish in safety which contrasts to that of the outside world, where these individuals face discrimination and ostracization due to their gender, race, or sexual identity.

The film’s true impact is felt through its strength in building a relationship between the viewer and the cast. The cast of gay men, lesbians, transgender people, drag queens, and more, teach their ways of life in and outside of the ballrooms, temporarily adopting the viewer into their world, and personifying those that were living directly through the AIDS epidemic. The vast majority experience abandonment and exile by their families upon learning of their queer lifestyles, forcing them out onto the streets where many would then be taken in by the queer community. Due to discrimination, lack of education, and resources, many would resort to illegal forms of making an income, oftentimes leading to sex work. This portion of the film is primarily told through the perspective of a specific cast member, known as Venus Xtravaganza, a young trans woman that relied on escorting as a main source of income. She goes into detail about some of her intimate encounters, but in a way that plays down and dismisses the risks that come along with this line of work as a queer person. At the 52m 24s time mark in the film, Xtravaganza starts recalling one specific encounter with an unidentified partner, quoting his reaction upon discovering her trans identity - “You’re a freak! You’re a victim of AIDS, and you’re trying to give me AIDS! What are you, crazy? You’re a homo. I should kill you!”. This reaction leading her to literally jump out of a window as a means of escaping the threatening situation. Her dismissive retelling suggests experiences like this aren’t uncommon for her, or those like her in the queer community. In fact, a scenario such as this would ultimately be the cause of Xtravaganza’s death in 1988, where her corpse would be discovered under a hotel bed, with her cause of death being strangulation. (Schiller, 2020)

One point I’m keen to expand upon within the quotation is the immediate connection suggested between homosexuality or transgenderism, and its connotations of inheritably possessing the AIDS virus. The date of this interaction isn’t explicitly stated in Paris is Burning but can be narrowed down between the beginning of the production in 1987, to Xtravaganza’s death in late 1988, making it approximately six to seven years after the first cases of HIV and AIDS were identified. A stigmatized perspective on the AIDS crisis is immediately made evident, alluding to an assumption that anyone that identified as a gay or queer person either had, or will have AIDS.

Out of the 8 main cast members in Paris is Burning, all but two would pass away in the years following the release of the documentary, and the majority of those being from AIDS related illnesses. (Hook, 2023) This fact reflects the effect that AIDS had on the larger queer community, as statistics mentioned prior would support. Many of these deaths could’ve been avoided had governments globally acted faster in funding research towards prevention and treating those affected by AIDS.

The gay community as a whole faced the effects of the AIDS epidemic, regardless of race, gender, religion or social status. As much as it affected poorer, marginalised communities such as the queer people of colour like those followed throughout the Paris is Burning documentary, HIV and AIDS was able to find its way into many other walks of life. Major Hollywood actor Rock Hudson, who was a closeted gay man for most of his life was the first major celebrity to announce his positive HIV diagnosis in the year 1984. His confirmation of his positive HIV diagnosis came after a French publicist announced that “Mr. Rock Hudson has Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome” to international press, essentially ‘outing’ Hudson in regards to his HIV/AIDS status, and sexual orientation. (Griffin, 2023) Hudson’s admission to having the virus shocked people all over the world, even though thousands of people had died from AIDS related illnesses by the mid 1980s, the illness was written off as a “minority phenomenon” and was generally ignored by the United States government. Hudson passed away to AIDS related illness in 1985.

Another public figure that notably battled with AIDS was artist Keith Haring. Haring was a prominent American artist known for his unique, bright, graffiti inspired artwork that emerged in the 1980s. His work was often politically driven, and after his positive HIV diagnosis in 1988, he worked tirelessly towards raising awareness about HIV and AIDS. (Smith-Laing, 2019) During a time of fear, confusion, and false information being spread about the disease, Haring, being a public figure known around the globe, devoted the remaining years of his life and art to educating about the virus and calling for further efforts from governments to actively address the continuously growing AIDS epidemic. Haring passed away due to AIDS related complications in 1990.
 In a 2019 interview with Maisie Skidmore for WePresent’s ‘Yes, but why?’ article series, Tate curator Darren Pih delves into Haring’s activism and artworks on AIDS, stating:


There was a period when AIDs was unspoken, it wasn't on the agenda. I think one of the important roles Keith Haring played was to encourage research into AIDS. And open conversation and education about it. To encourage people to not close their eyes to what's happening. I think that was part of the solution.
I think that took great bravery and great strength to be able to think 'actually this is my predicament. But I'm going to use my remaining time on the earth to educate, to make work and be as open as I can be about my situation'. That was an incredible thing. – (Pih, 2019)





POLITICAL SILENCE

In the same year of the first identified HIV cases in the United States, Ronald Reagan became the newly elected president to lead the United States government administration as of the 20th of January 1981, making him present from the very beginnings of what we now know as the AIDS epidemic. Despite being present from the beginning, it took years before Reagan or his administration to officially acknowledge and act on the AIDS epidemic. 

In the article How AIDS Remained an Unspoken—But Deadly—Epidemic for Years written for ‘History’, journalist Joseph Bennington-Castro writes in depth about the lack of response from the United States administration and Reagan himself. In an October 1982 White House press briefing, Lester Kinsolving, a conservative journalist questioned Larry Speakes, President Reagan’s press secretary at the time, regarding the President’s reaction to ‘the gay plague’, referring to HIV and AIDS. Speakes’ response was less than substantive, averting the initial question and answering with “I don’t have it”, generating an ‘eruption of laughter’ from the press pool. Speakes then proceeding to question Kinsolving multiple times on his HIV status, mocking the severity of the quickly growing AIDS crisis, and reinforcing the insinuation that those that were affected by the disease were gay, reinforcing negative connotations of the gay community. (Bennington-Castro, 2023)

By January 1983, AIDS was now affecting over 1,000 Americans, calling for immediate action from public health organisations. The United States government’s neglect to the AIDS epidemic started to show on a larger scale now, as President Reagan made the decision to cut funding for the CDC and other public health organisations, severely slowing down the rate of HIV and AIDS research. In a letter written to the directors of the CDC on April 12th 1983, Dr Donald Francis, an epidemiologist for the CDC pleaded for more funding towards AIDS research, stating:

The inadequate funding to date has seriously restricted our work and has presumably deepened the invasion of this disease into the American population… it has sandwiched those responsible for research and control between massive pressure to do what is right and an ummovable wall of inadequate resources. – (Francis, 1983)

Another two years down the line in early 1985, following thousands more new HIV infections and deaths, the CDC had developed the United States first AIDS prevention plan, which was heavily spearheaded by Dr Francis, which was ultimately rejected by leaders of the presidential administration. It wasn’t until later in the same year that Reagan finally publicly acknowledged the AIDS epidemic when responding to a reporter’s question, now claiming that the epidemic was top priority. On the 2nd of October 1985, Reagan’s administration finally allocated funding towards AIDS research, a total of nearly $190 million, 
$70 million more than originally requested. This allocation of funding coincidentally fell on the same day as Rock Hudson’s death, who was an old friend of President Reagan’s, alluding to the possibility that the President’s personal experience with the disease played a role in his decision’s regarding the AIDS epidemic. (Ap, 1989)

SECTION 28 AND BRITISH HOMOPHOBIA

Whilst the United States were facing their own political issues regarding the AIDS epidemic, the United Kingdom was also in the midst of a tense climate regarding the constantly developing AIDS epidemic.

As the AIDS epidemic continued to grow throughout 1980s Britain affecting mostly gay people, the gay community were facing another threat to their way of life. The United Kingdom was led by a conservative parliament throughout the 1980s with Margaret Thatcher elected as prime minister. Many believe that Thatcher and the British Government overall were slow responding to the HIV and AIDS epidemic.

Thatcher came into power during a time where most of the right-wing media were producing content commonly featuring racist and prejudice narratives on a regular basis, heavily influencing the perspectives of the general public of the time. With the emergence of the AIDS epidemic in the early 1980s primarily affecting gay men, these narratives fed into the stigmatized view of homosexuality and AIDS. The public were learning about the AIDS epidemic through the heavily emotive language of the newspapers of the time that were intending to cause fear surrounding contracting AIDS, primarily being produced through the oftentimes aggressively homophobic right-wing news outlets. (MyLearning, n.d.)

[image: A headline from The Mail on Sunday, re-published for World AIDS Day ]
Figure 1. Britain threatened by gay virus plague, The Mail on Sunday, dated 6th January, 1985

Homophobia and stigmatisation towards the gay community was on the rise throughout the emergence of AIDS in the 1980s, reaching a boiling point in 1987. During the 1987 general election campaign, Thatcher, leader of the conservative party and current Prime Minister at the time, gave one of her most famous speeches during her time in power. In this speech, she sparked conversations about the morality of homosexuality, and expressing concerns that education, or ‘promotion’ of homosexual relationships would corrupt the ‘traditional way of life’ as seen by right-wing conservatives. (Agar, 2019) In this conference, the Prime Minister states “Children who need to be taught to respect traditional moral values are being taught they have an inalienable right to be gay. All of those children are being cheated of a sound start in life”. (Thatcher, 1987)

Less than one year later on May 4th, 1988, Thatcher’s government, implemented the infamous Section 28 of the Local Government’s Act across England, Wales, and Scotland. Section 28 was the implementation of a series of laws that prohibited “publishing material with the intention of promoting homosexuality… teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship”. (Gov.uk, 1988) This push against the gay community at a time where the AIDS crisis was significantly impacting the gay community left queer individuals in a climate where they felt targeted, abandoned, hopeless, and fearful.

The implementation of Section 28 meant, in effect, that the people of the United Kingdom were prohibited by law from learning about HIV and AIDS at a crucial point of the epidemic due to the connotations of homosexuality being interlinked. These laws would even come to affect the British Department of Health when it came to preparing “Thatcher government’s bullying ‘Don’t Die of Ignorance’ campaign”. (Crimp, 1987)

As a result of Section 28, the right-wing media became a predominant source of coverage on the AIDS epidemic. The coverage lacked sympathy for those with HIV and AIDS, commonly making homophobic remarks about the disease, often continuing to refer to the disease as ‘the gay plague’, despite growing numbers of infections among heterosexual peoples. The phrasing of ‘the gay plague’ spread fear amongst the gay community as well as others rapidly. Even beyond the literal mortal danger that the disease posed on the public, gay people were in fear of being ‘outed’ as homosexual if they had been diagnosed with HIV/AIDS or a disease that resembled it. This played a factor in heterosexual people’s fear of the disease, too, given the implications of being gay at that time. (Bennington-Castro, 2023)
In an attempt to raise awareness for the growing epidemic that was now affecting numerous communities, the British Department of Health launched a £5 million television campaign titled AIDS: Monolith in July of 1987, alongside a sister-film, Iceberg.
[image: 1980s AIDS TV ads show scaring public ISN'T the way to beat Covid | Daily  Mail Online]
Figure 2. Film still from AIDS: Monolith. British Department of Health. 1987

The AIDS: Don’t die of Ignorance campaign was the first major UK campaign for AIDS awareness. Monolith was a dark, yet straightforward film piece, that conveyed the severity of AIDS. The film piece was hard hitting and has become a memorable event in AIDS history within the United Kingdom, overall having an impact on many people and their behaviours as to not contract the virus. Despite this positive impact on the awareness of aids prevention, the campaign’s fear driven tactics came with their own negative implications. (May, 2004)

‘Don’t Die of Ignorance’ implies that AIDS is a preventable disease that can be avoided through a possession of knowledge that informs our behaviours, while this is true, there’s a level of insensitivity ingrained into the phrasing towards those already carrying the virus. (Widgery, 1992) A now controversial aspect of the film piece is the timing of the campaign finally being launched after years of minorities being heavily affected. The narrator states “So far it’s been confined to small groups, but it’s spreading”, this is the government acknowledging the impact HIV and AIDS has had on the gay community since the early 1980s, but only progressed with major AIDS prevention campaigns, like AIDS: Don’t Die of Ignorance, once the effect of AIDS was starting to be seen within the white, cisgendered, heterosexual community more often. (Burgess, 2017)


ART, AIDS, ACTIVISIM
In a similar vein to how the British Department of Health attempted to convey the seriousness of the AIDS epidemic by using fear as a tool for prevention, artists used their work and anger as their tool for encouraging governments to act on the epidemic.

Keith Haring, artist, and victim to AIDS, was a notable member of the AIDS activist group known as ACT UP, (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) formed out of impatience with the inaction from governments, deliberately confronting the issues government negligence and bringing further awareness to the AIDS epidemic. ACT UP was the first official activist group solely focused on AIDS, initially formed in March 1987 in New York City before spreading globally. (Hicks, 2013) The organisation was formed at the Lesbian and Gay Community Services Center in Manhattan, New York, the same year AIDS related illnesses had now killed almost 60,000 people globally, and with more than 40,000 people currently carrying the HIV virus in the United States alone. These statistics alone are shocking, but then taking into consideration that the gay community was the first, and for a long time the main demographic that was noticeably affected by the AIDS epidemic makes these figures even more significant. (Banales, 2022)

[image: Ignorance = Fear]
Figure 3. Keith Haring, Ignorance = Fear. 1989

Haring, along with other artists of ACT UP that were driven by AIDS activist efforts made numerous artworks and other visual medias that were devoted to raising AIDS awareness. One of Haring’s most momentous pieces in this realm was Ignorance = Fear (1989). Being the massive public figure that he was - with his artworks known worldwide as part of popular culture, Haring brought a large quantity of attention to ACT UP and their intentions.

Silence = Death quickly became one of the most famous slogans regarding the AIDS epidemic, originated by a collective of the same. (Reed, 2019) Avram Finkelstein was the artist behind the creation of one of the most recognisable visual arts in support of the ACT UP movement. The imagery and symbolism of the upright pink triangle holds deep significance for the gay community even prior to the AIDS epidemic. (Jensen, 2002)
[image: A black and pink poster

Description automatically generated]
Figure 4. Avram Finkelstein, Silence = Death, 1987

During the holocaust of World War 2, gay men were forced to wear an inverted pink triangle and segregated within concentration camps before execution amidst fears that their sexual preference was contagious, also facing castration, experimentation, and sexual assault from Nazi guards. (Waxman, 2018) Some considered the use of the pink triangle as trivial in comparing the AIDS epidemic to the suffering of gay people during the holocaust, prompting debate on the appropriateness of using the symbol, “Are the deaths of tens of thousands of people (as a result of the Reagan administration's inaction on AIDS) trivial?” (Jensen, 2002) Ever since, the pink triangle once used for oppression, was claimed by the gay community and has become a symbol of remembrance, and protest.
[image: Act Up poster]
Figure 5. Gran Fury, The Government Has Blood On Its Hands, One AIDS Death Every Half Hour, 1988

Finkelstein was part of the artistic collective formed within ACT UP, known as GRAN FURY. 
Through the use of public visual arts, Gran Fury aimed to raise awareness about the AIDS crisis, and to challenge societal and government response to the epidemic. Gran Fury was known for their provocative and impactful campaigns, including public arts such as posters, billboards, and other forms of visual communication to capture attention. Fig. 5 depicts the severity of the AIDS crisis through an evidence-based approach, acknowledging the government’s lack of action causing more avoidable deaths. (Royal Holloway, UoL, 2018) 

Symbology became an important factor often reoccurring in the visual arts produced from the AIDS epidemic. Fig. 5 depicts one of many posters from a series by Gran Fury effectively calling out governments and individuals that had power in how AIDS was acted up, always featuring a red handprint, representing "a trace of a body that is no longer present, presumably because it has died from government neglect." (TheArtStory & Meyer, n.d.)

The artists involved in AIDS activist campaigns, creating art to raise awareness, possessed the ideology that while art didn’t directly save lives of those affected in the way science could, art could deliver a collective message for those affected by HIV and AIDS, pleading for help. The visual arts of the AIDS crisis often conveyed socio-political statements, through stressing the sense of loss, abandon and fear felt by the affected communities. (Dačić, 2017)

Gran Fury’s legacy, along with other activist artist collectives proves that an artistic practice with an aim can lead to tangible results with the right momentum feeding into it. Loring McAplin, member of Gran Fury, stated in a 2003 interview: 

"I think what we accomplished was to drive a wedge into public discourse and open a space where AIDS could be talked about in all its dimensions. By the time we stopped, that was happening. Maybe our function was just to initiate that discussion." - (Crimp & McAlpin, 2023)



CONCLUSION

Through breaking down the epidemic beginnings of the 1980s AIDS outbreak in the United States and United Kingdom, an understanding is formed of what HIV and AIDS really is, explaining how it is contracted and spread through communities. The findings provide evidence on how the gay community, along with other minority communities were the ones that felt the major initial impact of the epidemic without proper reassurance and support from governmental bodies. Through comparing the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and 90s to where it is today, it’s made clear that properly allocated funding and research was able to control the spread of HIV and produce treatments that help prolong the lives of those already affected by HIV by halting the virus’ progression into AIDS. Through understanding the developments that have come of HIV and AIDS research in more recent years, it generates a sense of confusion as to why these advances took so long to put into action.

The inclusion of Paris is Burning (1990) was essential within this text to support the humanisation of the 1980s gay communities that were affected by AIDS, seeing the people beyond the statistics and stigmatized resources that were provided by government and media in order to see AIDS as a lesser issue that didn’t affect the majority.

Chapter 2 begins by providing a timeline overview of the US’ government’s stance over the first decade of the epidemic. Instances such as the infamous 1982 press conference interaction between Kinsolving and Speakes, where homophobic connotations of AIDS were mocked through the usage of phrases like ‘the gay plague’ shows the mindset of Reagan’s administration in the formative years of the outbreak. Despite pleading from the affected communities and public health organisations such as Dr Francis’ 1983 letter to the CDC, US leaders like President Reagan himself wouldn’t acknowledge, let alone act upon the AIDS epidemic until years later.

Chapter 2.2 builds further evidence of the links between homophobia and inaction towards the AIDS epidemic, taking from British political and media history in line with the AIDS epidemic. British legislation introducing new Local Authorities Acts in 1988, implementing Section 28 across England, Scotland, and Wales, which in essence enabled homophobic attitudes, abandoning the gay community at a time where the community was facing the impact of AIDS.

Chapter 3 sees a turn in the response to AIDS, focusing on AIDS activist groups like ACT UP, Silence = Death, and GRAN FURY, acknowledging their artistic efforts in raising awareness for AIDS, and challenging governments to progress in AIDS education, prevention, and treatment

Overall, based on all the evidence that has been sourced through this thesis all point towards supporting the sentiment that governmental bodies and media outlets portrayed the 1980s AIDS epidemic in a way that encouraged homophobia within the public and media. Creating an ignorant assumption that AIDS was ‘the gay plague’ thus only affecting the minority community of gay peoples, despite data showing infections rising amongst every group, but only because saw a larger percentage of infections and deaths within the early years of the epidemic.
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