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Warwick Paper – Abstract

‘To write about AIDS and its cultural consequences today is to risk contributing further through historicisation to the epidemics normalization’ David Deitcher writes in his 1999 essay ‘What Does Silence Equal Now?’. Deitcher’s pertinent essay reflecting on cultural responses to the ‘crisis’ - something that is widely assumed to be over – expresses disquiet on two important points. Firstly Deitcher is at pains, at the beginning of the essay, to explain he does not wish in any way to contribute to the historicisation of the epidemic, something that is still claiming millions of lives each year, what he does mention, however, is the feeling that cultural responses to the crisis, that seemed so urgent, moving and often politically rancorous have succumbed to a quietism of the late 1990’s. Deitcher’s second important point is to emphasise his inability to ‘gauge, let alone understand, the impact of the last twenty years’ as he is unable to extricate himself from the political and cultural turmoil of the crisis.

Deitcher’s points are particularly poignant for me as a nominal ‘historian’ setting about this project. The striking thing about literature related to cultural reactions to the AIDS crisis is that there is (as would be expected) a great deal of source material to work from: reviews, interviews, books and articles about the crisis etc, but there is actually very little critical or retrospective writing on AIDS in visual culture despite the volume that was produced. This is perhaps because, going back to Deitcher’s reservations, there may be a (perfectly valid) fear of historicising AIDS preventing any critical insight. This is what I will take as my starting point: the fear of history itself. I have endeavoured to produce a generative history (as all histories should be) to establish the successes and failures of the reactions to the crisis and how the successes can provide a grounding for newer practices. This paper includes what I believe to be a successful reaction to the social and political turmoil surrounding AIDS: Kissing Doesn't Kill (1989), the controversial public intervention by the activist group Gran Fury. The image appropriates the style the United Colors of Benetton campaign to attempt, on one level, to finally put to rest for many the myth that HIV is transferable through kissing (or even touching). Furthermore, the image affirms physical affection and homoerotic desire at a moment of moral hysteria and public health paranoia. The ‘advert’ is a good example of just how Gran Fury, as a representative entity of a subaltern group, momentarily disrupted the mechanics of a form of publicity (the advert) that foreclosed the group’s own recognition. AIDS has not gone away, but the vicissitudes of its cultural meanings require a dynamic processing of its history to generate appropriate new responses to the injustices and ignorance the phenomenon has laid bare. I feel it is important to assuage the fear of history, to understand it, and then look to producing a generative history, one that exposes the ‘just so’ conservatism of reflective history.
