
 

 
[Introduction]
Author(s): Douglas Crimp
Source: October, Vol. 43, AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism (Winter, 1987), pp. 3-
16
Published by: The MIT Press
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3397562
Accessed: 03-04-2017 02:44 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted

digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about

JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

http://about.jstor.org/terms

The MIT Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to October

This content downloaded from 146.96.128.36 on Mon, 03 Apr 2017 02:44:51 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 AIDS: Cultural Analysis/
 Cultural Activism

 DOUGLAS CRIMP

 "I assert, to begin with, that 'disease' does not exist. It is therefore illusory
 to think that one can 'develop beliefs' about it to 'respond' to it. What does exist
 is not disease but practices." Thus begins Francois Delaporte's investigation of
 the 1832 cholera epidemic in Paris.' It is a statement we may find difficult to
 swallow, as we witness the ravages of AIDS in the bodies of our friends, our
 lovers, and ourselves. But it is nevertheless crucial to our understanding of AIDS,
 because it shatters the myth so central to liberal views of the epidemic: that there
 are, on the one hand, the scientific facts about AIDS and, on the other hand,
 ignorance or misrepresentation of those facts standing in the way of a rational
 response. I will therefore follow Delaporte's assertion: AIDS does not exist apart
 from the practices that conceptualize it, represent it, and respond to it. We know
 AIDS only in and through those practices. This assertion does not contest the
 existence of viruses, antibodies, infections, or transmission routes. Least of all
 does it contest the reality of illness, suffering, and death. What it does contest is
 the notion that there is an underlying reality of AIDS, upon which are con-
 structed the representations, or the culture, or the politics of AIDS. If we
 recognize that AIDS exists only in and through these constructions, then hope-
 fully we can also recognize the imperative to know them, analyze them, and wrest
 control of them.

 Within the arts, the scientific explanation and management of AIDS is
 largely taken for granted, and it is therefore assumed that cultural producers can
 respond to the epidemic in only two ways: by raising money for scientific research
 and service organizations or by creating works that express the human suffering
 and loss. In an article for Horizon entitled "AIDS: The Creative Response,"
 David Kaufman outlined examples of both, including benefits such as "Music for
 Life," "Dancing for Life," and "Art against AIDS," together with descriptions

 1. FranCois Delaporte, Disease and Civilization: The Cholera in Paris, 1832, trans. Arthur Gold-
 hammer, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England, MIT Press, 1986, p. 6.
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 of plays, literature, and paintings that take AIDS as their subject.2 Regarding
 these latter "creative responses," Kaufman rehearses the cliches about art's
 "expressing feelings that are not easily articulated," "shar[ing] experiences and
 values through catharsis and metaphor," "demonstrating the indomitability of
 the human spirit," "consciousness raising." Art is what survives, endures, tran-
 scends; art constitutes our legacy. In this regard, AIDS is even seen to have a
 positive value: Kaufman quotes Michael Denneny of St. Martin's Press as saying,
 "We're on the verge of getting a literature out of this that will be a renaissance."3

 In July 1987, PBS's McNeillLehrer Newshour devoted a portion of its pro-
 gram to "AIDS in the Arts." The segment opened with the shibboleth about
 "homosexuals" being "the lifeblood of show business and the arts," and went on
 to note the AIDS-related deaths of a number of famous artists. Such a pretext for
 a special report on AIDS is highly problematic, and on a number of counts: First,
 it reinforces the equation of AIDS and homosexuality, neglecting even to men-
 tion the possibility that an artist, like anyone else, might acquire AIDS hetero-
 sexually or through shared needles when shooting drugs. Secondly, it suggests
 that gay people have a natural inclination toward the arts, the homophobic flip
 side of which is the notion that "homosexuals control the arts" (ideas perfectly
 parallel with anti-Semitic attitudes that see Jews as, on the one hand, "making
 special contributions to culture," and, on the other, "controlling capital"). But
 most pernicious of all, it implies that gay people "redeem" themselves by being
 artists, and therefore that the deaths of other gay people are less tragic.4 The
 message is that art, because it is timeless and universal, transcends individual
 lives, which are time-bound and contingent.

 Entirely absent from the news report (and the Horizon article) was any
 mention of activist responses to AIDS by cultural producers. The focus was
 instead on the dramatic effect of the epidemic upon the art world, the coping
 with illness and death. Extended interviews with choreographers Bill T. Jones
 and his lover Arnie Zane, who has been diagnosed with AIDS, emphasized the
 "human face" of the disease in a way that was far more palatable than is usual in
 broadcast television, simply because it allowed the positive self-representations of
 both a person with AIDS and a gay relationship. Asked whether he thought "the

 2. David Kaufman, "AIDS: The Creative Response," Horizon, vol. 30, no. 9 (November 1987),
 pp. 13-20.
 3. Denneny is the editor of Randy Shilts's And the Band Played On, a discussion of which appears
 in my essay "How to Have Promiscuity in an Epidemic," pp. 237-271.
 4. Redemption, of course, necessitates a prior sin -the sin of homosexuality, of promiscuity, of
 drug use-and thus a program such as "AIDS in the Arts" contributes to the media's distribution of
 innocence and guilt according to who you are and how you acquired AIDS. Promiscuous gay men
 and IV drug users are unquestionably guilty in this construction, but so are all people from poor
 minority populations. The special attention paid to artists and other celebrities with AIDS is never-
 theless contradictory. While a TV program such as "Aids in the Arts" virtually beatifies the stricken
 artist, for personalities such as Rock Hudson and Liberace the scandal of being found guilty of
 homosexuality tarnishes the halo of their celebrity status.

 4
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 arts are particularly hit by AIDS," Zane replied, "That's the controversial ques-
 tion this month, right?" but then went on to say, "Of course I do. I am in the
 center of this world, the art world. ... I am losing my colleagues." Colleen
 Dewhurst, president of Actors Equity, suggested rather that "AIDS-related
 deaths are not more common among artists, only more visible," and continued,
 "Artists are supposed to represent the human condition . . ." (a condition that
 is, of course, assumed to be universal).

 "Art lives on forever" - this idealist platitude came from Elizabeth Taylor,
 National Chairman of the American Foundation for AIDS Research, shown
 addressing the star-studded crowd at the gala to kick off "Art against AIDS." But
 strangely it was Richard Goldstein, writer for the Village Voice and a committed
 activist on the subject of AIDS, who contributed the broadcast's most unabashed
 statement of faith in art's transcendence of life: "In an ironic sense, I think that
 AIDS is good for art. I think it will produce great works that will outlast and
 transcend the epidemic."

 It would appear from such a statement that what is at stake is not the
 survival of people with AIDS and those who might now be or eventually become
 infected with HIV, but rather the survival, even the flourishing, of art. For
 Goldstein, this is surely less a question of hopelessly confused priorities, however,
 than of a failure to recognize the alternatives to this desire for transcendence - a
 failure determined by the intractability of the traditional idealist conception of
 art, which entirely divorces art from engagement in lived social life.

 Writing in the catalogue of "Art against AIDS," Robert Rosenblum affirms
 this limited and limiting view of art and the passivity it entails:

 By now, in the 1980s, we are all disenchanted enough to know that no
 work of art, however much it may fortify the spirit or nourish the eye
 and mind, has the slightest power to save a life. Only science can do
 that. But we also know that art does not exist in an ivory tower, that it
 is made and valued by human beings who live and die, and that it can
 generate a passionate abundance of solidarity, love, intelligence, and
 most important, money.5

 There could hardly be a clearer declaration of the contradictions inherent in
 aesthetic idealism than one which blandly accepts art's inability to intervene in
 the social and simultaneously praises its commodity value. To recognize this as
 contradictory is not, however, to object to exploiting that commodity value for
 the purpose of fundraising for AIDS research and service. Given the failure of
 government at every level to provide the funding necessary to combat the
 epidemic, such efforts as "Art against AIDS" have been necessary, even crucial
 to our survival. I want, nevertheless, to make three caveats.

 5. Robert Rosenblum, "Life Versus Death: The Art World in Crisis," in Art against AIDS, New
 York, American Foundation for AIDS Research, 1987, p. 32.

 5
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 1. Scientific research, health care, and education are the responsibility and
 purpose of government and not of so-called "private initiative," an ideological
 term that excuses and perpetuates the state's irresponsibility. Therefore, every
 venture of this nature should make clear that it is necessitated strictly because of
 criminal negligence on the part of government. What we find, however, is the
 very opposite:

 Confronting a man-made evil like the war in Vietnam, we could assail
 a government and the people in charge. But how do we confront a
 diabolically protean virus that has been killing first those pariahs of
 grass-roots America, homosexuals and drug addicts, and has then
 gone on to kill, with far less moral discrimination, even women,
 children, and heterosexual men? We have recourse only to love and to
 science, which is what Art against AIDS is all about.6

 2. Blind faith in science, as if it were entirely neutral and uncontaminated
 by politics, is naive and dangerous. It must be the responsibility of everyone
 contributing to fundraisers to know enough about AIDS to determine whether
 the beneficiary will put the money to the best possible use. How many artists and
 dealers contributing to "Art against AIDS," for example, know precisely what
 kinds of scientific research are supported by the American Foundation for AIDS
 Research? How many know the alternatives to AmFAR's research agenda, alter-
 natives such as the Community Research Initiative, an effort at testing AIDS
 treatments initiated at the community level by PWAs themselves? As anyone
 involved in the struggle against AIDS knows from horrendous experience, we
 cannot afford to leave anything up to the "experts." We must become our own
 experts.7

 3. Raising money is the most passive response of cultural practitioners to
 social crisis, a response that perpetuates the idea that art itself has no social
 function (aside from being a commodity), that there is no such thing as an
 engaged, activist aesthetic practice. It is this third point that I want to underscore

 6. Ibid., p. 28. I hope we can assume that Rosenblum intends his remarks about "pariahs" and
 "moral discrimination" ironically, although this is hardly what I would call politically sensitive
 writing. It could easily be read without irony, since it so faithfully reproduces what is written in the
 press virtually every day. And the implication of the "even women" in the category distinct from
 "homosexuals" is, once again, that there's no such thing as a lesbian. But can we expect political
 sensitivity from someone who cannot see that AIDS is political? that science is political? It was science,
 after all, that conceptualized AIDS as a gay disease-and wasted precious time scrutinizing our sex
 lives, theorizing about killer sperm, and giving megadoses of poppers to mice at the CDC-all the
 while taking little notice of the others who were dying of AIDS, and thus allowing HIV to be injected
 into the veins of vast numbers of IV drug users, as well as of hemophiliacs and other people requiring
 blood transfusions.

 7. I do not wish to cast suspicion on AmFAR, but rather to suggest that no organization can be
 seen as neutral or objective. See, in this regard, the exchange of letters on AmFAR's rejection of the
 Community Research Initiative's funding applications in the PWA Coalition Newsline, no. 30 (January
 1988), pp. 3-7.

 6
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 by insisting, against Rosenblum, that art does have the power to save lives, and it
 is this very power that must be recognized, fostered, and supported in every way
 possible. But if we are to do this, we will have to abandon the idealist conception
 of art. We don't need a cultural renaissance; we need cultural practices actively
 participating in the struggle against AIDS. We don't need to transcend the
 epidemic; we need to end it.

 What might such a cultural practice be? One example appeared in No-
 vember 1987 in the window on Broadway of New York's New Museum of
 Contemporary Art. Entitled Let the Record Show . . . , it is the collective work of
 ACT UP (the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), which is-I repeat what is
 stated at the beginning of every Monday night meeting -"a nonpartisan group
 of diverse individuals united in anger and committed to direct action to end the
 AIDS crisis." More precisely, Let the Record Show . . . is the work of an ad hoc
 committee within ACT UP that responded to the New Museum's offer to do the
 window installation. The offer was tendered by Curator Bill Olander, himself a
 participant in ACT UP.

 I first became aware of ACT UP, like many other New Yorkers, when
 I saw a poster appear on lower Broadway with the equation:
 SILENCE=DEATH. Accompanying these words, sited on a black
 background, was a pink triangle-the symbol of homosexual perse-
 cution during the Nazi period and, since the 1960s, the emblem of gay
 liberation. For anyone conversant with this iconography, there was no
 question that this was a poster designed to provoke and heighten
 awareness of the AIDS crisis. To me, it was more than that: it was
 among the most significant works of art that had yet been done which
 was inspired and produced within the arms of the crisis.8

 That symbol, made of neon, occupied the curved portion of the New Museum's
 arched window. Below it, in the background, and bathed in soft, even light, was a
 photomural of the Nuremberg Trials (in addition to prosecuting Nazi war crimi-
 nals, those trials established our present-day code of medical ethics, involving
 such things as informed consent to experimental medical procedures). In front of
 this giant photo are six life-size, silhouetted photographs of "AIDS criminals" in
 separate, boxed-in spaces, and below each one the words by which he or she may
 be judged by history, cast - literally -in concrete. As the light goes on in each
 of these separate boxed spaces, we can see the face and read the words:

 8. Bill Olander, "The Window on Broadway by ACT UP," in On View (handout), New York,
 New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1987, p. 1. The logo that Olander describes is not the work of
 ACT UP, but of a design collective called the SILENCE=DEATH Project, which has lent the logo to
 ACT UP.

 7
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 ACT UP. Let the Record Show . . . (detail). 1987.
 (Photo: Tom Kalin.)

 The logical outcome of testing is a quarantine of those infected.
 -Jesse Helms, US Senator

 It is patriotic to have the AIDS test and be negative.
 -Cory Servaas, Presidential AIDS Commission

 We used to hate faggots on an emotional basis. Now we have a good
 reason.

 anonymous surgeon

 AIDS is God's judgment of a society that does not live by His rules.
 -Jerry Falwell, televangelist

 Everyone detected with AIDS should be tattooed in the upper fore-
 arm, to protect common needle users, and on the buttocks to prevent
 the victimization of other homosexuals.

 -William F. Buckley, columnist

 And finally, there is a blank slab of concrete, above which is the silhouetted
 photograph of President Reagan. We look up from this blank slab and see, once
 again, the neon sign: SILENCE=DEATH.

 But there is more. Suspended above this rogues' gallery is an electronic
 information display programmed with a running text, portions of which read as
 follows:

 Let the record show . . . William F. Buckley deflects criticism of the
 government's slow response to the epidemic through calculations: "At
 most three years were lost . . . Those three years have killed approx-
 imately 15,000 people; if we are talking 50 million dead, then the cost
 of delay is not heavy . . .

 Let the record show . . . The Pentagon spends in one day more than
 the government spent in the last five years for AIDS research and
 education . . .

 Let the record show . . . InJune 1986, $47 million was allocated for
 new drug trials to include 10,000 people with AIDS. One year later
 only 1,000 people are currently enrolled. In that time, over 9,000
 Americans have died of AIDS.

 Let the record show . . . In 1986, Dr. Cory Servaas, editor of the
 Saturday Evening Post, announced that after working closely with
 the National Institutes of Health, she had found a cure for AIDS. At
 the time, the National Institutes of Health officials said that they had
 never heard of Dr. Cory Servaas. In 1987, President Reagan ap-
 pointed Dr. Cory Servaas to the Presidential AIDS Commission.
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 ACT UP. Let the Record Show . . . 1987.

 (Photo: Robin Holland.)

 Let the record show . . . In October of 1986, $80 million was allo-
 cated for public education about AIDS. 13 months later there is still
 no national education program. In that time, over 15,000 new cases
 have been reported.

 Let the record show . . . 54% of the people with AIDS in New York
 City are black and Hispanic. The incidence of heterosexually transmit-
 ted AIDS is 17 times higher among blacks than whites, 15 times
 higher among Hispanics than whites. 88% of babies with AIDS are
 black and Hispanic. 6% of the US AIDS education budget has been
 targeted for the minority community.

 And finally:

 By Thanksgiving 1981, 244 known dead . . . AIDS . . . no word
 from the President.

 By Thanksgiving 1982, 1,123 known dead . . . AIDS . . . no word
 from the President.

 The text continues like this, always with no word from the President, until
 finally:

 By Thanksgiving 1987, 25,644 known dead . . . AIDS . . . Presi-
 dent Reagan: "I have asked the Department of Health and Human
 Services to determine as soon as possible the extent to which the AIDS
 virus has penetrated our society."

 After each of these bits of information, the sign flashes, "Act Up, Fight Back,
 Fight AIDS," a standard slogan at ACT UP demonstrations. Documentary
 footage from some of these demonstrations could be seen in the videotape Testing
 the Limits: New York, programmed at the New Museum simultaneously with the
 window display. The video about AIDS activism in New York City is the work of
 a collective (also called Testing the Limits) "formed to document emerging
 forms of activism arising out of people's responses to government inaction in the
 global AIDS epidemic."

 The SILENCE=DEATH Project, the group from ACT UP who made Let
 the Record Show . . . , and Testing the Limits share important premises that can
 teach us much about engaged art practices. First, they are collective endeavors.
 Second, these practices are employed by the collectives' members as an essential
 part of their AIDS activism. This is not to say that the individuals involved are
 not artists in the more conventional sense of the word; many of these people
 work within the precincts of the traditional art world and its institutions. But
 involvement in the AIDS crisis has not left their relation to that world unaltered.

 After making Let the Record Show . . . for the New Museum, for example, the
 group from ACT UP reconvened and decided to continue their work. Among
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 the general principles discussed at their first meeting, one was unanimously
 voiced: "We have to get out of Soho, get out of the art world."

 The New Museum has been more hospitable than most art institutions to
 socially and politically committed art practices, and it was very courageous of the
 museum to offer space to an activist organization rather than to an artist. It is also
 very useful that the museum has a window on lower Broadway that is passed by
 many people who would never set foot in an art museum. But if we think about
 art in relation to the AIDS epidemic-in relation, that is, to the communities
 most drastically affected by AIDS, especially the poor and minority communities
 where AIDS is spreading much faster than elsewhere-we will realize that no
 work made within the confines of the art world as it is currently constituted will
 reach these people. Activist art therefore involves questions not only of the
 nature of cultural production, but also of the location, or the means of distribu-
 tion, of that production. Let the Record Show . . . was made for an art-world
 location, and it appears to have been made largely for an art-world audience. By
 providing information about government inaction and repressive intentions in
 the context of shocking statistics, its purpose is to inform-and thereby to
 mobilize-its presumably sophisticated audience (an audience presumed, for
 example, to be able to recognize a photograph of the Nuremberg Trials).9 Such
 information and mobilization can (contra Rosenblum) save lives; indeed, until a
 cure for AIDS is developed, only information and mobilization can save lives.

 In New York City, virtually every official campaign of highly visible public
 information about AIDS-whether AIDS education in schools, public service
 announcements on TV, or posters in the subways -must meet with the approval
 of, among others, the immensely powerful and reactionary Cardinal John J.
 O'Connor. This has resulted in a murderous regime of silence and disinforma-
 tion that virtually guarantees the mounting deaths of sexually active young
 people - gay and straight--and of IV drug users, their sex partners, and their
 children, most of them from poor, minority populations. Recognizing this, small
 coalitions of cultural workers, including a group calling itself the Metropolitan
 Health Association and the ACT UP committee that created Let the Record

 Show . . . , have taken to the streets and subways to mount education campaigns
 of their own. Employing sophisticated graphics and explicit information, printed
 in English and Spanish, these artists and activists are attempting to get the
 unambiguous word out about how safe sex and clean works can protect people
 from contracting HIV. Even apart from the possibility of arrest, the difficulties
 faced by these people are daunting. Their work demands a total reevaluation of
 the nature and purpose of cultural practices in conjunction with an understand-

 9. Whether or not the audience was also presumed to be able to see a connection between Let the
 Record Show . . . and the procedures and devices of artists such as Hans Haacke, Jenny Holzer, and
 Barbara Kruger is an open question.

 12
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 Metropolitan Health Association. Clean works
 informationfor New York City subways. 1988.
 (Photo: Diane Neumaier.)

 ing of the political goals of AIDS activism. It requires, in addition, a comprehen-
 sive knowledge of routes of HIV transmission and means of prevention, as well as
 a sensitivity to cultural specificity-to, say, the street language of Puerto Ricans
 as opposed to that of Spanish-speaking immigrants from Central or South
 America.

 Even having adopted new priorities and accumulated new forms of knowl-
 edge, the task of cultural producers working within the struggle against AIDS
 will be difficult. The ignorance and confusion enforced by government and the
 dominant media; the disenfranchisement and immiseration of many of the peo-
 ple thus far hardest hit by AIDS; and the psychic resistence to confronting sex,
 disease, and death in a society where those subjects are largely taboo-all of
 these conditions must be faced by anyone doing work on AIDS. Cultural activism
 is only now beginning; also just beginning is the recognition and support of this
 work by art-world institutions.

 Among those institutions, apart from the New Museum, I want to mention
 and credit two. Due to momentum gathering among students and faculty at the
 California Institute of the Arts in the previous year, the school developed a
 program of AIDS-related activities for 1987-88. These included a course enti-
 tled "Media(ted) AIDS" given by Jan Zita Grover and open to the entire student
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 body; an agreement by the faculty to spend one-tenth of the overall budget for
 visiting artists and lecturers on presentations about AIDS-related work; a com-
 mitment by the library to spend one-quarter of its video acquisition budget on
 tapes about AIDS; and the inclusion of AIDS information in the monthly student
 newsletter (this information was also regularly silkscreened onto the school's
 walls). The value of such a coordinated program is that students can both receive
 (but also generate) information that can help them personally and begin to
 reconsider their roles as artists working in a moment of social crisis.

 To date, a majority of cultural producers working in the struggle against
 AIDS have used the video medium. There are a number of explanations for this:
 Much of the dominant discourse on AIDS has been conveyed through television,
 and this discourse has generated a critical counter-practice in the same medium;
 video can sustain a fairly complex array of information; and cable access and the
 widespread use of VCRs provide the potential of a large audience for this work.'0
 In October 1987, the American Film Institute Video Festival included a series
 entitled "Only Human: Sex, Gender, and Other Misrepresentations," organized
 by Bill Horrigan and B. Ruby Rich. Of eight programs in the series, three were
 devoted to videotapes on AIDS. Among the more than twenty videos, a full
 range of independent work was represented, including tapes made for broadcast
 TV (AIDS in the Arts), AIDS education tapes (Sex, Drugs, and AIDS, made for the
 New York City school system), and "art" tapes (News from Home, by Tom Kalin
 and Stathis Lagoudakis); music videos (The ADS Epidemic, by John Greyson),
 documentaries (Testing the Limits), and critiques of the media (A Plague on You,
 by the Lesbian and Gay Media Group). The intention of the program was not to
 select work on the basis of aesthetic merit, but rather to show something of the
 range of representations and counter-representations of AIDS. As B. Ruby Rich
 stated it in the catalogue:

 To speak of sexuality and the body, and not also speak of AIDS, would
 be, well, obscene. At the same time, the peculiarly key role being
 played by the media in this scenario makes it urgent that counter-
 images and counter-rhetoric be created and articulated. To this end,
 we have grouped the AIDS tapes together in three special programs to
 allow the dynamic of their interaction to produce its own discourse-
 and to allow the inveterate viewer to begin making the aesthetic
 diagnosis that is quickly becoming every bit as urgent as (particularly
 in the absence of) the medical one.11

 10. For a good overview of both commercial television and independent video productions about
 AIDS, see Timothy Landers, "Bodies and Anti-Bodies: A Crisis in Representation," The Independent,
 vol. 11, no. 1 (January-February 1988), pp. 18-24.
 11. B. Ruby Rich, "Only Human: Sex, Gender, and Other Misrepresentations," in 1987 American
 Film Institute Video Festival, Los Angeles, 1987, p. 42.

 14
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 The preparation of this OCTOBER publication on AIDS stemmed initially
 from my encounters with several works both in and about the media: Simon
 Watney's book Policing Desire: AIDS, Pornography, and the Media; Stuart Mar-
 shall's video Bright Eyes, made for Britain's Channel 4; and the documentary
 about AIDS activism in New York, Testing the Limits. In addition, I learned that
 Amber Hollibaugh, of the AIDS Discrimination Unit of the New York City
 Commission on Human Rights, was at work on The Second Epidemic, a documen-
 tary about AIDS-related discrimination. From the beginning my intention was to
 show, through discussion of these works, that there was a critical, theoretical,
 activist alternative to the personal, elegiac expressions that appeared to dominate
 the art-world response to AIDS. What seemed to me essential was a vastly
 expanded view of culture in relation to crisis. But the full extent to which this
 view would have to be expanded only became clear through further engagement
 with the issues. AIDS intersects with and requires a critical rethinking of all of
 culture: of language and representation, of science and medicine, of health and
 illness, of sex and death, of the public and private realms. AIDS is a central issue
 for gay men, of course, but also for lesbians. AIDS is an issue for women
 generally, but especially for poor and minority women, for child-bearing women,
 for women working in the health care system. AIDS is an issue for drug users, for
 prisoners, for sex workers. At some point, even "ordinary" heterosexual men
 will have to learn that AIDS is an issue for them, and not simply because they
 might be susceptible to "contagion."

 The unevenness with which these questions are addressed in this publica-
 tion, the priority given to gay issues (and to gay writers), reflects, in part, the
 history of organized response to AIDS in the US. Gay men and lesbians joined
 the struggle first and are still on its front lines. The unevenness is compensated,
 however, by the involvement of these people (and, increasingly, of straight
 women) in all the issues raised by AIDS, a development that is reflected in the
 work published here. (A gay friend about to embark on a poster campaign-
 using the recently released statistic that one in sixty-one babies born in New York
 City are HIV positive-spoke of the irony of a bunch of faggots trying to
 educate heterosexuals about safe sex practices.)'2 But there are lacunae that I
 regret, the most important of which is attention to the cataclysmic problem of
 AIDS in the Third World, a problem about which one hears only a deafening
 silence in the dominant media in the US.

 12. An even more profound irony is the fact that often only gay people are willing to act as foster
 parents for HIV-positive children, and at a time when gay parenting is increasingly coming under
 attack by both federal and state governments. A special commission of the Reagan Administration
 has recommended against lesbians and gay men as potential foster parents, and several states have
 passed laws explicitly forbidding gay people to adopt children. In addition, gay parents are often
 refused custody of their natural children solely on the grounds of sexual orientation.

 15
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 It has taken the work of many people to make this publication what it is. I
 want to thank all of the contributors, both those who turned their attentions
 from usual concerns to think and write about AIDS and those activists who found

 the extra time and energy to write for an academic publication. The People with
 AIDS Coalition in New York generously put the full run of their Newsline at my
 disposal and granted me a free hand in making selections from it. Information,
 leads, and illustrational materials were provided by the Gay Men's Health Crisis,
 Jan Zita Grover, Isaac Julien, Tom Kalin, Diane Neumaier, Jim Steakley, Frank
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