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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the ideological diversity evidenced 

in discourse about AIDS in the popular American print media 

within a framework of Gramscian concepts of hegemony and 

counter-hegemony. By identifying several "discourses" on 

AIDS, I explore how they are distinct, what they reveal of 

the underlying ideologies of their promulgators and to what 

extent they overlap. An extended discussion of specific 

metaphors and rhetorical strategies characteristic of a 

hegemonic discourse, propagated by certain governmental 

agencies and mainstream news magazines, is contrasted with 

alternative discursive strategies employed by the gay/lesbian 

press, the liberal press and the Catholic Church. Moreover, 

areas of ideological tension within the hegemonic discourse 

are revealed, as well as points of intersection between 

"separate" discourses. Finally, the ideological complexity 

manifest in this discursive field is brought to bear on 

Gramscian theory which is found to be somewhat limiting in 

its implication of a dualistic opposition between domination 

and resistance. 
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INTRODUCTORY MATERIALS 

Preface 

Confronting this topic again, after an almost two-year 

hiatus, I find that my relationship to AIDS has, predictably 

I suppose, changed. Inevitably, I have witnessed a 

depressing lenghtening of my mental roster - People I Know 

Who Have Been Affected by AIDS. This includes several 

acquaintances who are well, some who are dying, one NYC 

friend who is sick but still spirited, and one childhood 

friend who has recently died and his grieving family, in 

particular. This is not counting all those for whom AIDS is 

a once-removed, but yet unavoidable, presence. This 

depression factor has led, perversely, or perhaps 

understandably, to my desire to push the topic away, to 

avoid, in academic pursuits at least, what is impossible to 

avoid in other parts of my life. Co-mingled with this 

ambivalence, there's been the work factor - a generalized 

dread of renewing the project itself. I have found myself 

consciously, deliberately, even assiduously, trying to ignore 

any and all articles about AIDS that I happen upon in my 

leisure reading, with the consequence that, for a year or 

two, I read less about AIDS than I ever did and probably less 

than the average magazine-skimmer. 

Now that I've bitten the bullet and plunged into my 

project, if for no other reason than the fear of a looming 
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deadline, I think again of the controversial issues 

surrounding the representation of AIDS that pervade all areas 

of AIDS research. Who can legitimately represent AIDS 

issues? Only people who have AIDS? Who does AIDS affect, 

anyway? Only those who are HIV positive? As for definite 

answers to these questions, I have none. I can only say that 

I feel affected by AIDS and want to write about it in the 

only way I can. Such doubts are not confined to the realm of 

writing about AIDS, but are symptomatic of a larger "crisis 

of representation" (Marcus and Fischer 1986) within the 

social sciences more generally. In recent years, 

anthropologists and others have questioned the legitimacy of 

traditional modes of representation, attending to the power 

dynamics that are necessarily involved in any representation 

of an "other" and problematizing an older, unselfconsciously 

self-assured style of representation. Although valuable, 

such concerns should not stymie the anthropological project; 

if trying to understand, and even represent to others, a life 

or a part of a life we have not directly experienced is 

impossible, why bother with anthropology? I have to hope 

that my project is worthwhile and not done in bad faith. 

As for feeling the impact of the media's construction of 

illness and disease in my own life, a recent mundane 

experience brought the power of such discourse home to me. I 

came home from school one afternoon not long ago and opened 

the mailbox expectantly. It was a Tuesday - Newsweek day 
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-and I was looking forward to a pleasant afternoon of sloth, 

cigarettes and and easy reading. But on this Tuesday -

ironically the same day I'd been tested for TB and Valley 

Fever - Newsweek struck momentary panic in my heart. The 

cover proclaimed "ANTIBIOTICS: The End of Miracle Drugs" and 

a dire "Warning: No Longer Effective Against Killer Bugs" 

was emblazoned across a giant bottle of pills. "Does this 

mean the end of me?", I worried. "If I do have TB, I'll 

never be cured because, apparently, antiobiotics don't work 

anymore!" Fears of an unfinished thesis and academic ruin 

coalsced with images of drug-resistant bacteria raging in my 

lungs. Even as this paranoia obsessed me, though, I knew I 

was being silly. "Here I am", I chided myself, "supposedly 

'deconstructing' this discourse yet still swept up in it." 

Not surprisingly, I didn't have TB it turned out, and any 

antibiotics I've taken since that day have done their job. 

Yet for that moment, Newsweek was writing my body, my 

fate. That bout of hypochondria was the closest I've felt, 

personally, to my writing. How must it feel to have AIDS and 

have your fate seemingly dictated by a discourse that has no 

regard for your life, but operates according to its own 

rules? The point is, I guess, that this stuff is important. 

Media-generated messages are everywhere; even if we scoff at 

them and complain about "media hype", the hype insidiously 

infects us. The public indeed permeates (invades?) the 
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personal or in Althusser's words," ideology interpellates 

individuals as subjects" (Althusser 1971: 170). 
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Introduction 

Is discussion about AIDS really a "discourse out of 

control" as a friend of mine commented the other day? It is 

certainly prolific and arresting. "We are all at risk" the 

posters proclaim, for "AIDS doesn't discriminate" anymore. 

The 1980's have seen "...a veritable discursive 

explosion... around and apropos of sex" (Foucault 1978: 17) as 

fashion magazines tell us how to have "sex in the age of 

AIDS" (Mirabella cover, July 1992). By identifying several 

"discourses" on AIDS, I will explore how they are distinct, 

what they reveal of the underlying values and ideologies of 

their promulgators and to what extent they overlap. 

Discourses on AIDS are indeed characterized by significant 

diversity and fragmentation; although distinguishable on a 

superficial level by the identity of their proponents, their 

substance intersects on many planes. While different 

discursive orientations are identifiable and several loose 

"categories" emerge, discourse on AIDS does not polarize 

simplistically along Left v. Right political lines. My 

analysis attempts to do justice to this complexity. 

A political economic framework will be brought to 

bear in this analysis of AIDS discourse. Gramscian concepts 

of hegemony and counter-hegemony will be utilized in an 

attempt to illuminate the fact that certain discourses are 

more fully ratified by society and assume dominance over 
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others. Similarly, alternative discursive strategies are 

deployed to challenge the dominant forms. In this analysis, 

Gramscian theory is more useful than orthodox Marxism for 

several reasons. For example, Gramsci recognizes the 

constitutive power of non-"base" elements of society, such as 

ideology, as created and conveyed in discourse. Moreover, 

Gramsci's political model allows for change to occur within 

the dominant mode, or hegemony - change which originates 

from within. Despite its heuristic utility, I do find a 

Gramscian framework to be somewhat limiting; in my 

interpretation, a dualism between a hegemony and a single 

counter-hegemony is implied in his writing. This tendential 

binarism does not adequately represent the multiplicitous 

character of AIDS discourse in the American media. 

These constructions or packagings of AIDS through 

discourse have significance, for hegemonic perspectives 

saturate the media, feeding our "practical consciousness" 

(Williams 1977: 110) and becoming part of our "lived reality" 

(Hill 1992: 27). Likewise, counter-hegemonic forces, which 

can and do result in change within the hegemony, create an 

altered social praxis. 

I 
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On "Discourse" 

Before proceeding, I would like to clarify the sense of 

the ambiguous term "discourse" that I employ herein. After 

much pondering and brow-wrinkling, I conclude that I mean 

something close to the Foucauldian sense of "discourse", as I 

understand the concept and as he develops it in The History 

of Sexuality: An Introduction (1978). Most obviously, 

Foucault's "discourse" is more far-reaching than the 

"discourse" of discourse analysts which refers to the 

organization of language beyond the sentence level. Foucault 

does not engage in the micro- analysis of textual data to 

uncover "discourse", but examines all the "cultural" systems 

which make expression possible. However, since his stated 

goal is to look at "the way in which sex is 'put into 

discourse'... and the discourses [sex] permeates" (Foucault 

1978: 11), it appears to me that he uses "discourse" to refer 

to something less than "culture" (which is how his concept is 

sometimes glossed). To wit, he insists that there can exist 

several disjunctive, even competing, discourses about 

sexuality within a single culture at a given point in time. 

"[W]e are dealing less with a discourse on sex than with a 

multiplicity of discourses produced by a whole series of 

mechanisms operating in different institutions" (Foucault 

1978: 33). 



12 

Although Foucault clearly believes that discourses 

exist within a complex network of interrelations with all 

dimensions of society, the passage quoted above implies that 

a separation of discrete "discourses" is possible. In my 

reading of Foucault, a discourse is defined by its internal 

thematic unity and the institutional locus of its production. 

In support of this assertion, I draw attention to his 

discussion of "discursive growth" as "a dispersion of centers 

from which discourses emanated, a diversification of their 

forms" (Foucault 1978: 34; emphasis mine). These criteria 

of thematic unity and locus or arena of production will 

provide my justification for separating the discourses of 

AIDS into categories as I do below. Foucault's frequent use 

of the phrase "polymorphous incitement to discourse" 

(Foucault 1978: 34) is also telling in this regard; the word 

"polymorphous" clearly refers to variations in the form of 

discourse. I take "form", as used here, to include the 

content and meaning of a discourse. This constitutes another 

point of intersection with my use of "discourse"; in 

examining the disourses about AIDS promulgated by the 

American media, I concentrate primarily on thematic issues. 

Foucault's concept of "discourse" is further 

distinguished by its intrinsic connection with power; 

relations of power are immanent in the knowledge a discourse 

constructs. Foucault speaks of power in discourse not as a 

simplistic power of censure and repression, but as "the new 



methods of power whose operation is not ensured by right but 

by technique, not by law but by normalization, not by 

punishment but by control, methods that are employed on all 

levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its 

apparatus" (Foucault 1978: 89). As a fundamental dimension 

of this power, discourses shape what is "true" in a given 

era. Discourses of AIDS in the contemporary American media, 

like the discourses of sexuality discussed by Foucault, 

construct the paradigms, tropes and modes of interpretation 

and understanding that become seen as undeniably "true". As 

vehicles of power, discourses are also "strategies" by which 

people create - and resist - what is "true" (Foucault 1978: 

1 0 0 - 1 ) .  

One may ask what is the role of language in such a broad 

conceptualization of discourse. Language is not neglected 

within a Foucaudian understanding; rather, language becomes 

a manifestation and a mode of discursive creation. A 

discursive focus allows for the integration of language and 

culture as elements of a similar process and for the 

representation of the manifold sites cf the cultural 

construction of meaning. After Foucault, it can be asserted 

that controlling the discourse about sexuality, for example, 

is a powerful means of controlling sexuality itself. It is 

my thesis that AIDS discourse does precisely this, 

constructing not only sexuality, but morality, ethnicity, 
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deviance and the role of the government in American life as 

well. 
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AIDS in Academic Writing 

Within academic discourse, the writing about AIDS that I 

have come across falls primarily under the rubric of Cultural 

Studies (CS hereafter). A body of work and an approach to 

understanding cultural phenomena originating in the work of 

Stuart Hall, CS prides itself on being interdisciplinary. Or 

as Nelson et al attest in their CS manifesto introducing the 

seminal volume Cultural Studies (eds. Grossberg, Nelson and 

Treichler 1992), "cultural studies is not merely 

interdisciplinary; it is ... actively and aggressively anti-

disciplinary" (Grossberg et al 1992: 1-2). Rather than 

remaining grounded in and limited to the theoretical 

frameworks and methodologies of a single academic discipline, 

CS practitioners prefer their own brand of "bricolage", 

borrowing the tools, techniques and knowledge from other 

fields necessary to get a particular interpretive job done. 

"It is problematic for cultural studies to adopt, 

uncritically, any of the formalized disciplinary practices of 

the academy, for those practices, as much as the distinctions 

they inscribe, carry with them a heritage of disciplinary 

investments and exclusions and a history of social effects 

that cultural studies would often be inclined to repudiate" 

(Nelson et al 1992: 2). 

This statement points to another hallmark of CS, namely, 

its critical focus. Influenced by recent political economic 
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theorists such as Raymond Williams, CS is committed to 

exploring the articulation of culture and society within 

modern industrial societies. As "both an intellectual and 

political tradition" (Nelson et al 1992: 5), CS pledges to 

"examin[e] cultural practices from the point of view of their 

intrication with, and within, relations of power" (Bennett 

quoted in Nelson et al 1992: 3). Such analyses necessitate 

an examination of the analyst's own position within these 

power relations as an agent of discourse construction; thus, 

CS practitioners attempt to integrate critical and self-

reflexive textual devices into their analyses, as well 

(Nelson et al 1992: 3). 

Furthermore, much CS work is characterized by an 

attention to phenomena of popular culture, such as TV and 

film representations, modern technology and popular music. 

Although not all CS analyses look at popular culture, its 

proponents do share the belief that popular images and 

representations are vital forces in both the construction of 

power relations and the shaping of national consciousness. 

"[Cjultural studies has long been concerned with the everyday 

terrain of people, and with all the ways that cultural 

practices speak to, of and for their lives" (Nelson et al 

1992: 11). Moreover, "because cultural studies is concerned 

with the interrelationships of supposedly separate cultural 

domains [i.e., "High Culture" and popular culture], it 

necessarily interrogates the mutual determination of popular 
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belief and other discursive formations" (Nelson et al 1992: 

11). It is precisely because of this serious interest in 

popular culture that CS has paid far more attention to media 

representations of AIDS than traditional social science 

disciplines. 

Although the goals of CS are laudable, I am not fully 

satisfied with the resulting analyses of AIDS representations 

I have read. Despite its avowed commitment to the use of 

wide-ranging interdisciplinary methods of interpretation, CS 

discussions of AIDS tend to rely primarily on textual 

analysis and a loosely-defined literary criticism methodology 

(c.f., Murphy and Poirier 1993). Typical studies include: 

Treichler's analysis of AIDS narratives in television dramas 

(in Murphy and Poirier 1990); Dellamora's, Clum's, Jones's 

and Cady's discussions of fictional narratives by gay male 

authors (in Murphy and Poirier 1990); Crimp's examination of 

photographic portraits of people with AIDS (in Grossberg et 

al 1992); and Grover's brief consideration of recurrent 

lexical items and phrases about AIDS that appear in the 

popular media (in Grossberg et al 1992). Although 

informative and insightful, these studies are in the main 

characterized by a narrow, textual focus; they rely upon the 

micro-analysis of literary tropes without concentrating on 

how these rhetorical devices articulate with broader social 

issues. Such lit crit hermeticism is understandable upon 

consideration of the academic backgrounds of these scholars; 
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most of the contributors to Writing Aids and Cultural Studies 

hail from the humanities, especially departments of English 

and French. One notable exception to this textually 

circumscribed interpretive mode is Michael S. Sherry's paper 

"The Language of War in AIDS Discourse" (in Murphy and 

Poirier 1993) which grounds discursive metaphors in recent 

American political history. 

Moreover, despite CS's explicit focus on power 

relations, political economic theory is typically absent; 

theoretical frameworks undoubtedly provide informing 

principles for these analyses, but they are rarely explicitly 

introduced and discussed. An example of this limitation is 

provided by Lee Edelman's paper "The Mirror and the Tank: 

'AIDS', Subjectivity, and the Rhetoric of Activism" (in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993) which utilizes political economic 

ideas about ideology's role in constructing subjectivity. 

Although Edelman's deployment of terms such as "ideology", 

"subjectivity" and "agency" is capable and provocative, he 

does not explore their relation to political economic theory. 

It is my contention that a more holistic anthropological 

focus can contribute to this literature in several ways. 

Firstly, I attempt to combine an attention to textual devices 

with an examination of the ideologies that are produced and 

reproduced in this discourse. This is coupled with an 

explicit discussion and problematization of political 

economic theory. By using Gramscian principles as an 
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organizing frame for my analysis, I attempt to show that AIDS 

discourse is politically motivated within an American 

cultural context and to show how dominant discursive tropes 

function in the construction of ideology. Moreover, an 

anthropological perspective can hopefully serve to socially 

ground the various discourses surrounding AIDS, by exploring 

the identities of both the discourse producers and the 

discourse audiences. Finally (and perhaps unwisely), I have 

opted for a wide-ranging, holistic purview so as to capture 

the multiplicity of AIDS discourses in the popular media and 

their various points of intesection and disjunction. 
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GRAMSCIAN THEORY 

The primary difficulty in attempting to utilize 

Gramscian ideas as a systematic interpretive framework is the 

fact that they were not intended as such. Produced under 

conditions of extreme hardship, Gramsci's Prison Notebooks 

contain many inconsistencies and are rife with veiled 

references to Marxian ideas intended to elude the attention 

of censors. Fundamental concepts are more alluded to than 

systematically explicated in Gramsci's writings; also, many 

key terms and concepts are couched in discussions of Italian 

history. Due to these difficulties, his writings lend 

themselves to rampant interpretive license; consensus has 

not been achieved regarding the meaning of some basic issues 

in Gramscian thought, and it is impossible to pin down exact 

definitions of key words. This caveat given, I provide my 

interpretation (construction?) of Gramscian thought, with an 

attention to the major inconsistencies in his writings. 

Gramsci's conceptualization of "hegemony" represents a 

significant development from the Marxian notion of "ideology" 

in its recognition of the complex articulation of political, 

social and cultural forces which underlie domination 

(Williams 1978: 109). His theory has particular relevance 

for an analysis of the political economic dimensions of 

discourse on AIDS. 
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Most importantly, Gramsci challenges the economic 

reductionism of classical Marxism by adopting a theoretical 

approach which highlights the "multi-dimensional, multi-arena 

character of hegemony" (Williams 1978: 15). Power is diffuse 

within a hegemony; it is not concentrated in the economic 

sphere alone, but encompasses a broad range of political and 

ideological forms as well. Ideological elements, which had 

previously been relegated to the derivative "superstructural" 

domain in Marxist thought, now have real constitutive power. 

The entire cultural apparatus, or "civil society", including 

the educational system, religion, normative gender roles, 

value systems and other institutions, is mobilized in the 

maintainence of hegemony. These "national-popular" 

dimensions of hegemony, as Gramsci terms them, cannot be 

reduced to class struggle, although they are in fundamental 

articulation with relations of control over the means of 

production (Simon 1991: 25). According to this framework, 

AIDS discourse, an element of the national-popular, is 

constitutive of hegemony, not merely reflective of it. 

At this point it is necessary to clarify the often 

contradictory notions of "the State" and "civil society" as 

defined by Gramsci. According to a narrow conceptualization 

of the State, it is opposed to civil society; the State 

consists of the political and governmental apparatus (Gramsci 

1992: 264-5), whereas civil society is composed of "private" 

organizations which conceal their fundamental links to State 



interests. From this point of view, hegemony is the 

dimension of power associated with civil society, while 

coercion is the characteristic mechanism by which the State 

retains power. To wit, Gramsci asserts that there is "an 

equilibrium between political society and civil society (or 

hegemony of a social group over the entire national society 

exercised through the so-called private organisations, like 

the Church, the trade unions, the schools, etc.); it is 

precisely in civil society that intellectuals operate 

especially" (Gramsci 1992: 56f). However, when the State is 

discussed by Gramsci in its broad sense, it encompasses both 

the hegemony of civil society and the repressive, coercive 

elements of the political arena. For instantiation consider 

Gramsci's statement that : "by 'State' should be understood 

not only the apparatus of government, but also the 'private' 

apparatus of 'hegemony' or civil society" and that "hegemony 

over [the State's] historical development belongs to private 

forces, to civil society - which is 'State' too, indeed is 

the State itself" (Gramsci 1992: 261). Although this 

nesting of meanings may lead to initial confusion, it is not 

really an inconsistency; I prefer to think of it as a case 

of homophony with regard to the term "State". 

Either way, Gramsci invests civil society with 

significant power; this is revealed in a military analogy. 

"The massive structures of the modern democracies , both as 

State organisations, and as complexes of associations in 



civil society, constitute for the art of politics as it were 

the 'trenches' and the permanent fortifications of the front 

in the war of position" (Gramsci 1992: 243). Likewise, he 

claims that "in the West...when the State trembled a sturdy 

structure of civil society was at once revealed. The State 

was only an outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful 

system of fortresses and earthworks..." (Gramsci 1992: 238). 

Most importantly, it must be appreciated that the State and 

civil society work together to create a status quo. Thus, 

Gramsci says, "within the husk of political society [there 

is] a complex and well-articulated civil society, in which 

the individual can govern himself without his self-government 

thereby entering into conflict with political society - but 

rather becoming its normal continuation, its organic 

complement" (Gramsci 1992: 268). 

In accordance with its national-popular dimension of 

power, a hegemony maintains itself not by means of physical 

coercion but by manipulating the popular consciousness so 

that what is culturally constructed as dominant appears to 

be natural or "common sense" (Simon 1991: 26). 

Fundamentally, hegemony creates a culture of consent whereby 

individuals think they are acting of their own free will, but 

are subtly manipulated to act in accordance with the State's 

interests. "The 'normal' exercise of hegemony... is 

characterised by the combination of force and consent, which 

balance each other reciprocally, without force predominating 
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excessively over consent. Indeed, the attempt is always made 

to ensure that force will appear to be based on the consent 

of the majority, expressed by the so-called organs of public 

opinion - newspapers and associations..." (Gramsci 1992: 

80f). This aspect of Gramsci's model is directly applicable 

to AIDS discourse which achieves its hegemonic status not 

through force but through control over the mass media. As 

Gramsci himself noted, "journalists" play a vital role in the 

hegemonic process (Forgacs 1988: 380); they are powerful 

forces in the struggle for ideological domination that can 

either support or subvert the status quo (Simon 1991: 96). 

It is particularly appropriate that the AIDS discourse I am 

considering unfolds within the field of journalism and mass 

media, an arena which, it will be demonstrated, can be used 

to disseminate both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic ideas. 

Since hegemony is created within the arena of civil 

society and its ostensibly "private" institutions, its 

maintenance is dependent upon the work of "intellectuals". 

Intellectuals, for Gramsci, are defined by their societal 

function which is "directive", "organisational" and 

"educative" (Gramsci 1992: 16). As the "functionaries" of 

"the complex of superstructures" (Gramsci 1992: 16) in a 

given society, "the intellectuals are the dominant group's 

'deputies'", mediating between the rulers and the ruled 

(Gramsci 1992: 16). To achieve dominance, a subaltern class 

must "conquor 'ideologically'" the "traditional 
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intellectuals" associated with the petty bourgeousie and 

elaborate its own "organic intellectuals" who can provide the 

masses with an awareness of their class position (Gramsci 

1992: 10-11). In its emphasis on the key function of 

intellectuals in both hegemonic maintenance and social 

reform, Gramscian thought significantly extends the classical 

Marxist paradigm and provides theoretical tools that are 

especially useful for an anthropological analysis. 

However, other crucial aspects of his conceptualization 

of hegemony more clearly mark Gramsci as a Marxist. Most 

saliently, a hegemony always represents the interests of a 

dominant group which is defined on the basis of class 

membership. He states: "the fact that the State/government, 

conceived as an autonomous force, should reflect back...upon 

the class upon which it is based, is of the greatest 

practical and theoretical importance... Moreover, this 

phenomenon is not something exceptional, or characteristic of 

one kind of State only" (Gramsci 1992: 269; my emphasis). 

Here, his use of terminology is particularly telling; not 

only does he repeat the word class several times in this 

passage (which is entitled "'Merits' of the Ruling Class"), 

two sentences later he defines class as "an economic fact 

(which is what every class is essentially)" (Gramsci 1992: 

269). This ultimate reliance on an economically-defined 

dominance is a problem for me, as will be discussed. 

Despite the considerable influence of the ideological 
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forces of hegemony, it is important to note that processes of 

internalization and naturalization existing within the 

present capitalistic regime are not totalizing (Williams 

1978: 113), for as my AIDS discourse data will demonstrate, 

hegemony can be directly perceived, recognized and 

challenged. In fact, Gramsci characterizes hegemony not as a 

stable and static entity, but as a processual struggle. A 

hegemony must be constantly and actively maintained, since it 

contains within it contradictory forces that may act as seeds 

of change (Williams 1978: 112). Several passages in the 

Prison Notebooks indicate the essentially tenuous character 

of the present State. Most clearly, he states, "the State, 

as such, does not have a unitary, coherent and homogenous 

conception" (Gramsci 1992: 342). Similarly, he maintains 

that "[i]n discussing this subject [i.e., hegemony], care 

must be taken to exclude the slightest appearance of support 

for the 'absolutist' tendency, and that can be achieved by 

insisting on the 'transitory' character of the phenomenon" 

(Gramsci 1992: 256). Elsewhere, he says: "in the period 

following the World War, cracks opened up everywhere in the 

hegemonic apparatus, and the exercise of hegemony became 

permanently difficult and aleatory" (Gramsci 1992: 80f). 

Complete ideological unification is theoretically attainable 

for Gramsci; otherwise it would not be possible for him to 

imagine the "withering away" of coercive elements (c.f. 

Gramsci 1992: 263). However, this atrophying of the 



repressive State appears to be a property of a projected 

post-revolutionary regime, not the present capitalist society 

since it would require that "all men are really equal and 

hence equally rational and moral" (Gramsci 1992: 263). Such 

envisioning of a Utopian order without need of a repressive 

State is part of the Marxist faith; only the cultivation of 

class-consciousness via the efforts of organic intellectuals 

connected to the working class would effect it. Thus, for 

all intents and purposes, within the present regime, 

hegemonies remain somewhat vulnerable. 

Since a hegemony is rarely completely unified, counter-

hegemonies may arise. Typically, a "crisis of authority" 

arises in which the hegemony loses its consensual aspect and 

retains power via coercive measures alone (Gramsci 1992: 275-

6). These revolutions from within are frequently formulated 

as criticisms of existing ideologies and may involve dissent 

over issues other than control over the means of production 

(Simon 1991: 45). "The death of the old ideologies takes the 

form of scepticism with regard to all theories and general 

formulae" (Gramsci 1992: 276). Thus, counter-hegemonies are 

never entirely novel but are always framed in relation to 

dominant forces. Societal change is the result of a complex 

process of transformation by which elements of the previous 

hegemony become assimilated into a new world order; by 

incorporating the old to some extent, the new is made 

legitimate. Thus, Gramscian concepts allow us to see 
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radical/activist AIDS discourses as truly counter-hegemonic, 

since they are self-consciously framed as attacks on the 

existing status quo. According to Gramsci, these discourses 

do not compromise their oppositional nature by referencing 

the hegemony, rather, such incorporation is a necessary 

feature of rebellion. Such critiques of the dominant 

ideology are genuinely revolutionary for "Consciousness of 

being part of a particular hegemonic force...is the first 

stage towards a further progressive self-consciousness in 

which theory and practice will finally be one" (Gramsci 1992: 

333). Thus, AIDS discourse must first shape our 

consciousness then shape our practice. 

Despite Gramsci's emphasis on the decisive power of 

ideological growth in effecting holistic societal change, his 

writings perpetuate a confusion regarding the diachronic 

sequence of events by which a counter-hegemony arises. In 

some places, he insists that the formation of a new political 

State must precede the development of civil society. "[T]he 

content of the political hegemony of the new social group 

which has founded the new type of State must be predominatly 

of an economic order... the superstructural elements will 

inevitably be few in number" (Gramsci 1992: 263). Yet, more 

frequently, he states the exact opposite, granting civil 

society the ultimate constitutive power. "A social group 
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can, and must, already exercise 'leadership'1 before winning 

governmental power (this indeed is one of the principle 

conditions for the winning of such power); it subsequently 

becomes dominant when it exercises power" (Gramsci 1992: 58). 

In a related passage, Gramsci claims that an effective 

counter-hegemonic movement must encompass both "moral and 

intellectual reform" (Simon 1991: 60). Intellectuals, as the 

agents of ideological practice, must recognize the fact that 

the moral is political and effect a transformation in this 

arena. The importance of the moral dimension to hegemony is 

evidenced by the fact that moral issues (e.g., normative 

codes of sexuality and "proper" hygiene) are explicitly and 

inextricably linked to AIDS discourse. 

It is important to emphasize that although Gramsci 

transcends the crude base/superstucture dichotomy of Marx 

(Williams 1977: 109), he does remain firmly rooted in the 

dialectical heritage of European thought. Finocchiaro (1988) 

discusses how the principle of the mediation of opposites, 

the central theme of the Hegelian dialectic, inheres in many 

aspects of Gramsci's political paradigm. Most 

fundamentallly, the very concept of hegemony is rooted in the 

idea of "diversity within unity and unity within diversity" 

1 Here, translation becomes tricky and consequential. As Hoare and Smith state in 
a footnote (1992: 55), Gramsci typically uses direzione, translated as leadership, 
to refer to the hegemony of civil society, and opposes it to dominare, to dominate, 
which is how the repressive State apparatus operates. They claim that this is how 
he uses direzione in this passage which, fortunately, supports my point. 
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(Finocchiaro 1988: 163), a principle referred to by 

Finocchiaro as a kind of "mental" dialectic. This "avoidance 

of all one-sidedness" (Finocchiaro 1988: 180) and recognition 

of the complex and contestable nature of hegemony is at once 

what makes Gramscian theory so sophisticated and what makes 

it essentially dualistic. This dichotomizing tendency is 

reflected in the number of binary oppositions Gramsci uses to 

elaborate his political model. As I have discussed, his 

theory is entirely dependent upon the differentiation of the 

State from civil society. Although the two are more 

integrated and articulating than in Marx, and both have 

constitutive power, they remain fundamentally distinct. 

Moreover, his opposition of "traditional intellectuals" 

to "organic intellectuals" ramifies throughout his theory, 

creating successive oppositions that, causally linked, feed 

off each other. Recall that traditional intellectuals are 

those thinkers who represent either the intellectuals of a 

previous hegemony or those capable of acting independently of 

the dominant group (Simon 1991: 94), while organic 

intellectuals are necessarily tied to a particular social 

class and function to articulate the interests of that class 

(Gramsci 1992: 5). For a working class revolution to be 

successful in producing an altered hegemony to replace 

capitalist domination, it must create its own organic 

intellectuals, Gramsci claims (Gramsci 1992: 10; Simon 1991: 

97). Ideally, there should be a "dialectic between the 
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intellectuals and the masses" so that development of "the 

intellectual stratum is tied to an analogous movement on the 

part of the mass of the 'simple', who raise themselves to 

higher levels of culture and at the same time extend their 

circle of influence towards the stratum of specialised 

intellectuals, producing outstanding individuals and groups" 

(Gramsci 1992: 334). This dialectic, in turn, would produce 

a "theory-practice nexus" (Gramsci 1992: 335) whereby the 

theory created by an elite cadre of intellectuals becomes the 

practice of the masses. Ultimately, in such a revolutionary 

historical sequence, theory and practice become unified 

(Gramsci 1992: 335). Until this occurs, the common man will 

have "two theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory 

consciousness): one which is implicit in his activity and 

which in reality unites him with all his fellow workers in 

the practical transformation of the real world; one , 

superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited from 

the past and uncritically absorbed" (Gramsci 1992: 333). The 

existence of such a bifurcated consciousness is thus 

perceived as an inevitable historical stage in the movement 

towards a new world order. 

This conceptualization of historical movement as the 

interaction of binary forces is inherited from Marx's 

historical dialectic. Like Marx, Gramsci sees history as 

operating according to a dialectic process of mediation 

between opposite extremes that is reflective of the Hegelian 



paradigm of thesis/antithesis/synthesis 2(Finocchiaro 1988: 

171). He clearly distinguishes between capitalism and the 

working class and implies that a working class revolution 

will initially be presented as the antithesis of capitalism, 

but must synthesize these two extremes if it is to produce 

its own hegemony (c.f. Kahn 1983 for clear support of the 

notion that Gramsci remains rooted in the Marxian dialectic). 

In differentiating these two fundamental classes or states 

Gramsci implies that historical change is by necessity a 

process of negotiation between two agonistic tendencies. 

Similarly, Gramsci speaks of two basic forms of revolution -

"passive" vs. "permanent" (Finocchiaro 1988: 164); for a 

revolution to be 'permanent' it must incorporate its own 

contradictions. 

At this point it would be well to clarify the fact that 

a strict Marxian sense of "ideology" is not applicable to the 

analysis of AIDS discourse. Firstly, it will be demonstrated 

that a plethora of ideologies about AIDS exists; thus 

ideology is not confined to the system of beliefs of the 

dominant class alone. Moreover, many of these discourses on 

AIDS occur within the realm of "science" and thus make 

special disciplinary claims to truth and facticity. 

Therefore, I will employ the "neutral" sense of ideology as 

2 Actually, Gramsci was more preoccupied with the idealist philosophy of fellow 
Italian Benedetto Croce, but a discussion of Crocean idealism, as distinct from 
Hegelian idealism, is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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defined by Williams (1977: 55) - i.e., "the general process 

of the production of meanings and ideas". Despite this 

reduction, the concept of ideology is still useful for it 

implies that systems of beliefs are associated with 

particular groups - a proposition well supported by my AIDS 

data. Because of this association, ideologies are not 

neutral concepts but are consonant with elements of culture 

as a whole. For example, as will be discussed, the hegemonic 

tendency of "American" society to marginalize minorities and 

"deviant" groups is well served by certain purportedly 

"objective" scientific theories regarding the etiology of 

AIDS. The fact that all ideas, even those which purport to 

be scientific, are constructs of a particular group and 

reflective of that group's values, self-interests and 

structures of interpretation led Marx to conclude that, in 

the present historical situation, there is no "science" in a 

realm above "ideology" (Williams 1977: 66)3. knowledge 

(except "direct class consciousness" (Williams 1977: 66)) is 

colored by ideology and material relations. To this extent, 

all beliefs are somewhat "false" and "illusory", but are they 

necessarily so as Marx claims? Examples from AIDS discourse 

may problematize this proposition for I will demonstrate that 

3TO clarify this point, we have to indicate at what point in history we are talking 
about science, i.e., before or after the revolution? For Marx, after the class 
struggle, law, morality, science, etc. will take on an objective purity that they 
cannot have in a class society. Once there is no class and nothing to fight, science 
will be freed of its ideological trappings. 
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there are many shared features among opposing ideologies 

about AIDS. Is this to imply that these points of 

intersection are points of "truth" or merely areas in which a 

dominant ideology is so pervasive and embodied that no 

alternative can be conceived? This ontological question can 

be answered, I suspect, neither here or by me, yet it still 

merits consideration. 

Regarding the limits of Gramscian theory for my 

analysis, I find fault with his reliance on class, 

economically-defined, as the root of ideological diversity. 

Gramsci can be lauded for attempting to reconcile Hegelian 

idealism with Marxian materialism, but perhaps he has argued 

so convincingly as to weaken his own theoretical foundation. 

For Gramsci, ideology expresses class relations but is 

necessarily conveyed via intellectuals who, thus, play a 

significant role in the exercise of power and class rule. 

Since he endows these intellectuals with so much power to 

shape ideology, perhaps it is possible to eliminate the class 

basis upon which his model ultimately rests. Whereas 

Gramscian thought bears a simplistic ideological 

bipolarization (rooted in a dualistic conceptulaization of 

class) that mark him as a Marxist, I suggest that ideas are 

both more influential and more diverse than he admits.4 if 

4Since much of Gramsci's writing is framed as a critique of the solipsistic idealism 
of Croce, is, then, my call to see ideas as more influential than economic reality 
totally at odds with the spirit of Gramsci's theory? I don't think so, because I'm 
not talking about ideas as separated from power issues, in the purely idealist 
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ideas are seen as dominant over class, then there is no need 

for them to be essentially bipolar. 

This alteration (destruction?) of Gramsci's model is 

suggested by my data on AIDS discourses, which do not fit a 

clear class pattern. Instead, these discourses are imbued 

with complex overtones of racism and Judeo-Christian morality 

that cannot be reduced to an ideological bifurcation between 

the dominant vs. the working class. For example, following 

Gramsci, one would expect counter-hegemonic AIDS discourses 

in print to originate from intellectuals tied to the working 

class; this is indeed not the case as the most vocal and 

vehement AIDS activists have typically been middle or upper-

middle class gay white males. As further support for the 

assertion that counter-hegemonic AIDS discourses are not 

coming from the underclass, I point to the fact that some of 

the most radical discourses are scientific theories 

propounded by prestigious biologists. It would be difficult 

to view these people as organic intellectuals of the working 

class. Regarding AIDS, I have found that even the opponents 

of the hegemonic discourse disagree with each other in 

fundamental ways; thus, I conclude that ideological 

diversity is inescapable and that a reconciliation of class 

sense, but as embodied in action (of which discursive formation is one example) 
and expressive of power relations. I would just prefer a theory that divorces 
ideas, action and power from the "inevitable" springboard of economic relations. 
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interests is not sufficient to unify these disparite 

discursive strains. 

Despite these limitations, Gramscian ideas are useful 

for my analysis because they effectively demonstrate that 

ideas are motivated by the interests of particular social 

groups ; however, I see these interests as primarily moral, 

not economic. Gramsci can be commended for highlighting 

these moral/ethical dimensions of hegemony (Gramsci 1992: 

333). Particularly germane to my analysis, also, is his 

realization of the importance of language in shaping 

"reality". In his own words, "language contains the 

elements of a conception of the world and of a culture ..." 

(Gramsci 1992: 235). Although he does not delineate the 

mechanisms by which language may play a role in the 

constitution of hegemony, it is my thesis that ideology, 

within AIDS discourse, is packaged and disseminated through 

the manipulation of language. 

Further support for this assertion is provided by 

Volosinov, who explores the relationship between language and 

ideology (Volosinov in Bennet, Martin et al 1981). He argues 

that ideology necessarily inheres in significatory systems, 

of which language is the archetypical example (Volosinov in 

Bennet, Martin et al 1981: 149). Just as ideology and 

semiosis are mutually constitutive, so too are 

ideology/language and human consciousness. Since the "word 

[is] the semiotic material of inner life - of consciousness 



(inner speech)" (Volosinov in Bennet , Martin et al 1981: 

150), and the word is an ideological artifact, then 

consciousness itself is constituted by ideology. If 

"consciousness... can arise and become a viable fact only in 

the material embodiment of signs" (Volosinov in Bennet, 

Martin et al 1981: 147), then "[t]he individual consciousness 

is a social-ideological fact" (Volosinov in Bennet, Martin et 

al 1981: 148). 

If we carry the Gramscian political-economic model to 

this logical extreme, it becomes disconcertingly apparent 

that hegemonic forces create not only social reality, but 

also people's inner phenomenological reality. What is 

ostensibly "public", then, invades the "private" in two 

senses. Gramci's model captures how supposedly "private" 

(meaning non-governmental, non-coercive) organizations such 

as the Church and the media play a fundamental role in 

maintaining a hegemonic regime, typically acting in concert 

with actual State institutions. He also alludes to the 

idea that the public face of hegemony influences another 

private realm - that of "personal" consciousness - in his 

discussion of the dual consciousness of the masses during the 

historical stage preceding a successful revolution (Gramsci 

1992: 333). 

Volosinov, and the recent Marxist theorist Althusser, 

develop ideas that may be inherent in Gramscian theory by 

emphasizing the impact of ideology on subjectivity. Without 
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delineating the specifics of Althusser's political-economic 

model, suffice it to say that he distinguishes "Repressive 

State Apparatuses" from "Ideological State Apparatuses" in a 

move that is reminiscent of Gramsci's division between State 

and civil society (Althusser 1971). Although Althusser is in 

some respects more of a classical Marxist than Gramsci (i.e., 

he repeatedly stresses that ideology derives from the class 

struggle and conditions of production), his theory is useful 

in its focus on the ideological constitution of subjects. 

Indeed, Althusser maintains that "all ideology hails or 

interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects" 

(Althusser 1971: 173). Ideology is pervasive, yet insidious, 

since "what... seems to take place outside ideology... in 

reality takes place in ideology." "[I]deology never says, 'I 

am ideological'. It is necessary to be outside ideology, 

i.e., in scientific knowledge, to be able to say: I am in 

ideology (a quite exceptional case) or (the general case): I 

was in ideology" (Althusser 1971: 175). This elaboration is 

valuable for it insists that hegemonic discourse, and the 

ideology manifest therein, impacts the personal on the most 

basic level. AIDS discourse, then, can be seen not just as a 

social artifact, but as a force powerful enough to mold 

subjectivity. 
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AIDS AND HEGEMONY 

AIDS Discourses: The Problematics of Categorization 

In seeking to demonstrate the ideological complexity 

evinced in the discourses about AIDS in the American media, I 

have encountered the difficulty of categorization. Namely, 

why and how have I labelled certain discourses as "hegemonic" 

and others as "counter-hegemonic"? A model for me in this 

task has been Niko Besnier's recent paper (unpublished) which 

identifies various discourses regarding gender liminality in 

Polynesia. Although he is not completely explicit about his 

criteria for categorizing distinct discourses as he does, he 

grapples with similar issues of ideological diversity and 

recognizes the persistence of "thorny categorical questions" 

(Besnier 1). His discourse categories appear to based on 

the social identity of the discourse creators; and identity 

is conceived as a complex mix of ethnic, historical and 

occupational associations. My method of categorization 

resembles his in its reliance on a set of interacting factors 

to distinguish particular discourses; my categorical 

criteria form a holistic stew, combining equal parts social 

identity, institutional affiliation, self-proclaimed 

political stance, thematic issues and rhetorical tropes. 

One basic and causal criterion I have used is the locus 

of discourse production. The hegemonic discourse is 

distinguished by its control over the State apparatuses in 

addition to mechanisms of civil society. The hegemony 
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disseminates the "official" informational bulletins about 

AIDS sent to schools and the general public. Also, members 

of the National Commission on AIDS (NCA) and the surgeon 

general are governmental spokespeople mediating between the 

State and the "masses". Moreover, hegemonic views hold sway 

in the mass media; Time and Newsweek, two of the primary 

sites of hegemonic discursive production, are also two of the 

most widely-circulated magazines in the U.S. (For 

information regarding the circulation and target audiences of 

the periodicals I cite in this paper, I rely on the reference 

volume Magazines for Libraries, edited by Bill Katz and Linda 

Sternberg Katz 1992). 

In contrast, the discourses I have identified as 

"counter-hegemonic" typically appear in specialty magazines 

geared towards more limited audiences, such as gay and 

lesbian readers or college-age fans of "alternative" music; 

these periodicals have correspondingly smaller circulations. 

Critically, the AIDS discourses that appear in these 

publications are frequently self-identified as oppositional 

to at least some aspects of the hegemonic discourse. The 

agents of these counter-discourses, like the agents of the 

hegemonic discourse, are primarily intellectuals in the 

Gramscian sense (i.e., trained journalists), but are partisan 

to different groups of people, such as gays and lesbians, 

young students or liberal, highly educated urban readers. 

(The target audience and average circulation of each 



publication will be discussed in greater detail below.) 

However, as indicated previously, these counter-discourses 

are not uniformly, or even tendentially, associated with the 

working-class, thus deviating from a strictly Gramscian 

interpretation. 

In both the hegemonic and the counter-hegemonic 

discourses, the locus of production and the identity of the 

producers influences the content and tone of their various 

representations of AIDS. These shared thematic and 

rhetorical features, reflective of the social identities of 

the writers and readers of each magazine and constitutive of 

distinctive ideologies, provide another heuristic for the 

separation of discrete "discourses". 
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Hegemonic AIDS Discourse 

AIDS discourse is a field unified by an 

"overdetermination of the natural by the social and cultural" 

(Hall, ?:57). Yet it is simultaneously a field of 

ideological tension, characterized by shifting, and often 

disjunctive, discursive practice. This quality does not 

obviate the existence of a hegemony, however, for as Gramsci 

realized, hegemonies are rarely wholly unitary or monolithic. 

It is my contention that certain government literature 

(e.g., pamphlets on AIDS written by the surgeon general for 

distribution to the American public and reports of the 

National Commission on AIDS) along with the writing 

presented in particular mainstream publications (e.g., Time 

and Newsweek) have together constructed a discursive 

"habitus" that can be considered hegemonic for a number of 

reasons. 

First, there is the criterion of pervasiveness. The 

popular journals Time and Newsweek have an extremely large 

circulation, reaching the homes and offices of a wide cross-

section of the American public. Although their pervasiveness 

is not total (in accordance with Gramscian theory), the 

discursive modes that are represented in these publications 

have the advantage of the familiar and frequently-appearing. 

As Stuart Hall notes: Hegemony is "...what is on the 

surface, what constantly appears, what we are always seeing, 
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what we encounter daily, what we come to take for granted as 

the obvious..." (Hall 1986: 38). 

According to Katz and Sternberg Katz's Magazines For 

Libraries (1992), Time has a listed circulation of 4 million, 

Newsweek 3.1 million. As they indictae, the political and 

rhetorical stance of these two publications is virtually 

indistinguishable; both aim at "everyone" and attempt to 

convey a putatively neutral political orientation. Time, 

like Newsweek,claims to "remain 'free of any consistent 

political tendency by presenting varied and occasionally 

conflicting points of view' [but] is more likely to err on 

the liberal side" (Katz and Sternberg Katz 1992). However, 

as will be shown, this "neutrality" is specious; the hidden 

subtexts of this discourse have an especially great impact on 

the national consciousness because of the mass circulation of 

these major news magazines.5 

Partly due to this pervasiveness, elements of the 

hegemonic process become naturalized or embodied so as to 

appear to be objective truth. To borrow a Geertzian phrase, 

they become "clothed with an aura of factuality", or more 

precisely in the case of AIDS discourse, with an aura of 

science. This process of naturalization is especially 

relevant with regard to the military metaphor of the immune 

5 An other publication I will consider as representative of the hegemonic discourse 
on AIDS is U.S. News and World Report. This magazine has a similarly large 
circulation (2.35 million) and while striving for "objectivity" displays a somewhat 
more conservative stance than Time or Newsweek. 
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system, to be discussed below, which is so unquestioned it 

appears in biology textbooks. According to the Comaroffs:: 

.power...hides itself in the forms of everyday life." 

"Sometimes ascribed to transcendental, suprehistorical 

forces", such as physics or biology, "...they seem to be 

beyond human agency..." "This kind of non-agentive power 

proliferates otside the realm of institutional politics, 

saturating...medical knowledge..." (Comaroff and Comaroff 

1991: 22, my italics). It must be reiterated, however, that 

despite the insidious power of the hegemony to seep into our 

unconscious, this dominance is not totalizing. 

Another vehicle for the propagation of hegemony is the 

state apparatus itself. Much of the hegemonic AIDS discourse 

I will be examining is a direct product of governmental 

institutions. For example, the National Commission on AIDS 

(NCA) consists of a committee of individuals appointed by the 

President. Moreover, the surgeon general, one of the most 

visible and vocal speakers on the subject of AIDS, is a 

government official. Kinsella remarks on the militaristic 

overtones characteristic of the office of the surgeon general 

and his legion of doctors and scientists in the CDC (Centers 

for Disease Control) and the NIH (National Institutes of 

Health). "The Public Health Service...CDC and...NIH [are] 

designed not unlike the Navy, the Army, the Marines. Many of 

the doctors and investigators are commissioned; they hold 

rank...their commander is the surgeon general. There is even 
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a uniform that goes along with the service, complete with 

epaulets" (Kinsella 1989: 11). This aspect of ideology as an 

arm of the government corresponds to the activity of 

Gramsci's State society. 

Yet, as Gramsci made clear, the state is not the sole 

vehicle for the dissemination and propagation of hegemony; 

structures of "civil" society play key roles in this process 

as well. The media, especially mainstream magazines, 

correspond to this "civil" dimension of hegemony as does the 

school system. The American school system has in fact been 

an arena of significant controversy regarding the nature and 

extent of sex/AIDS education that should occur there. The 

importance of the school's role in the praxis of AIDS 

discourse is attested to by the volume of informational 

pamphlets on AIDS published by the National Education 

Association and received by all state-employed teachers 

during the past few years. 

It must be stressed, however, that in some instances, 

these same structures can also operate to establish counter-

hegemonic discourse. Not only is this concept key in 

Gramscian theory, it is also particularly relevant to AIDS 

discourse, for dissenting voices are heard in the same arenas 

(i.e., the media and governmental literature) that function 

to establish a hegemonic discourse. Thus it is possible for 

the very institutions that work to maintain dominance to also 

deconstruct it. 
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In terms of general features, the mass media is 

conspicuous by virtue of its early silence regarding the AIDS 

epidemic. Since the disease was perceived, in the early 

eighties, as an affliction of social outcasts - gays and iv 

drug users- it did not merit extensive and serious coverage. 

Newsweek did not devote a cover story to AIDS until April 18, 

1983, a full two years after the disease had been recognized. 

Other mainstream publications, such as Time and Life, lagged 

even further behind, with cover stories appearing in 1985. 

Kinsella notes that this pattern is strangely disjunctive 

with the coverage surrounding Legionnaire's disease and the 

cyanide-laced Tylenol scare, two health crises which affected 

far fewer people than did AIDS (Kinsella 1989: 2). In 

comparison with the liberal press, there has been a dearth of 

coverage on AIDS in mainstream publications throughout the 

eighties. 

Secondly, these journals as well as government documents 

on AIDS are presented as just relaying the "scientific 

facts", devoid of moral judgements. For example, a pamphlet 

published by the U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services 

(Spring, 1987) is entitled "Facts About AIDS". As Sontag 

notes, "...the official discourse about AIDS invariably 

includes admonitions against bigotry" (Sontag 1989: 149). 

This cloak of neutrality is specious, however, for this 

discourse can be revealed upon inspection to contain potent, 
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albeit implicit, culturally-based and power-laden 

constructions of the disease and its "victims". 

The Cause is Known: The HIV Hypothesis 

Perhaps the most salient feature of the hegemonic 

construction of AIDS is the HIV hypothesis regarding the 

disease's etiology which remains unquestioned and staunchly 

supported by both the government and the mainstream media. 

This ideology is supported by the stereotypical phrase "HIV, 

the virus that causes AIDS" which recurs throughout the 

hegemonic discourse. U.S. News and World Report (Dec 30, 

1991, Jan. 6, 1992) discusses the scientific progress that 

has been made "In the seven years since the cause of AIDS was 

isolated" as if this were an unquestioned fact. Even in 

1991, after many researchers have problematized the HIV 

hypothesis, Dr. James Mason, head of the U.S. Public Health 

Service, asserts that: "I am convinced - there is no question 

in my mind- that HIV causes AIDS, is the sole cause of AIDS. 

There's just not enough science to refute HIV equaling AIDS" 

I Spin, vol. 7, num. 9, 1991). When reporting on new research 

indicating the existence of AIDS in HIV negative individuals, 

mainstream magazines do not present this as a challenge to 

the dominant theory, but as a bizarre aberration. According 

to Newsweek (Aug. 3, 1992), "If a new virus is involved, it's 

still exceedingly rare compared with HIV, which has caused 

more than 230,000 cases of AIDS in the United States alone." 

This hegemony is subtly undermined by the national gay 
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magazine The Advocate which is consistent in its usage of the 

phrase "HIV, the virus believed to cause AIDS". 

The Body at War: A Military Metaphor of Disease and 
Immunity 

More specific discursive features and linguistic usages 

also bind the hegemony together. A hallmark of the hegemonic 

discourse is the pervasive military metaphor of the immune 

system and the influence of viruses on the human body. I 

believe this to be the most naturalized aspect of AIDS 

discourse, for it is rarely questioned, even in the gay and 

liberal press. Emily Martin discusses this metaphor at 

length, asserting that the American medical and popular 

conception of the natural environment pits "self" against 

"non-self". The human body is a "homeostatic, self-

regulating system, complete unto itself" (Martin 1992: 123), 

perpetually at war with a hostile environment populated by 

invisible, yet deadly, microbes. Disease originates in the 

invasion of the self, or unsuspecting host, by foreign matter 

that is "other" and thus intolerable. This metaphor is well 

illustrated in the Time article "Stop That Germ!" (May 23, 

1988): "It's a jungle out there, teeming with hordes of 

unseen enemies. Bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites fill 

the air...most of them potentially harmful or even lethal." 

These invaders have "...a favorite target: the human 

body...[or] prey..." "Humans are under constant seige by 

these voracious adversaries." Such discourse effectively 
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creates a model of hostility; humans do not enjoy a 

balanced, co-operative relationship with their environment, 

but are engaged in a constant struggle for dominance over it. 

Such a model minimizes the fact that a host of innocuous 

bacteria and other micro-organisms ordinarily inhabit our 

bodies, enjoying a mutually beneficial, symbiotic 

relationship with us. 

Fortunately from the point of view of the military 

model, we humans are not passive targets of this assault. 

Rather, the body launches a valiant and "unending battle 

against the alien organisms" (Time, May 23, 1988). Much like 

a nation at war, the self mobilizes a strong defense, with 

the immune system acting as its army. The various types of T 

cells have highly specialized functions, much like ranked 

officers in the military. The macrophages, or footsoldiers, 

"...gobble up anything that is foreign to the body...with the 

gusto of Pac-Man" while "unique killer cells" use 

"specialized weapons" to "annhiliate" particular types of 

"intruders". As a system, the body thus presents a 

"formidable barrier to disease" for "it can differentiate 

between what belongs there and what doesn't" (Time. May 23, 

1988). According to Martin, this immune model parallels the 

capitalist political/economic system of the modern world 

system in its specificity and flexibility (Martin 1992: 124). 

Moreover, it has gender overtones, with macrophages 

symbolizing femininity and T cells representing masculinity. 
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As she explains, the "female" macrophages occupy an inferior 

position within this system for they function by engulfing 

all foreign matter indiscriminantly. Thus they are more 

expendable and not as "smart" as the T cells which are able 

to recognize antigens they have attacked previously and to 

stimulate the production of antibodies (Martin 1992: 129). 

AIDS is particularly threatening from a militaristic 

conception for it precisely targets these higher-level T 

cells. In fact, AIDS is seen to attack the very seat of 

command, the "president" as it were, of the immune system , 

the T-4 or helper T cell which orchestrates the defense, 

giving orders to lower-ranking T cells (Martin 1990: 128-9). 

As Time tells us:: "The AIDS virus is unique in that it can 

mount a speedy and lethal attack on helper T cells, which 

cripples the immune system before it can make a 

counterattack." By striking the "key components of the 

immune system...[it] virtually knocks out the entire system" 

(Time, May 23, 1988). 

The military metaphor is not a neutral construct, but 

has many negative ramifications. For example, as Martin 

claims (1992: 125), it deprives the "I", or phenomenological 

self, of agency; the conscious person is distanced from and 

has no control over the war raging within the body. Patton 

calls this irrational destructive fear "germophobia", for it 

implies a cosmology in which "the world is divided into us 

and germs" (Patton 1985: 20). Not only is the human body 
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internally fragmented, but the ideas of sickness and 

foreignness are confused so that difference is equated with 

disease (Patton 1985: 11, 20). This ideology clearly 

parallels the xenophobia of our society, revealing how 

microscopic scientific theory reflects macroscopic social 

beliefs. Just as our bodies consist of hierarchically ranked 

cells, so too does American society consist of 

class/status/racial levels (Martin 1992: 133). The notion of 

the body as invaded by enemy "others" can easily mutate into 

the notion of society as invaded by diseased others, or 

simply "other". This foreign element is perceived of as 

dangerous and threatening to our "homeostatic" state, just as 

germs challenge the body. 

Moreover, as Sontag says, this war metaphor of AIDS is 

used to justify extreme societal measures to halt the spread 

of the disease. "In all-out war, expenditure is all-out, 

unprudent" (Sontag 1989: 99). This has prompted Newsweek 

(April 18, 1983) to put the caption "Epidemic: The 

Mysterious and Deadly Disease Called AIDS May Be The Public 

Health Threat of the Century. How Did it start? Can it Be 

Stopped?" on its cover. U.S. News (Dec. 30, 1991/ Jan 6, 

1992) urges the country to "plot a fresh attack in the war on 

AIDS" in the coming year, while Time (May 23, 1988) reassures 

us that "rapid-fire discoveries" are being made. 

The historian Michael S. Sherry grounds this packaging 

of AIDS as a war within the body that must be fought, by the 
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government, with aggressive wartime measures, in the recent 

political history of the United States. "Such a language 

above all express[es] a modern liberal faith in concerted 

federal action" (Sherry in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 40). 

Since WWII, he claims, extreme governmental action has been 

typically oriented towards war and military policy. Indeed, 

military metaphors have been pervasive tropes cloaking 

innumerable social and political causes in the 1980's; to 

wit, the "war on drugs"; "the war on crime"; and "the war 

on terrorism" (Sherry in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 46). Such 

a language of war has been valuable for an American political 

consciousness that is dominated by "antistatist" sentiments; 

it serves to "legitimate the powerful government Americans 

fear to admit they want, and the huge bureaucracies they 

claim to hate" (Sherry in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 48). In 

addition to "justifying] strong government" (Sherry in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993: 46), war metaphors also "make a 

moral and political claim on resources that would otherwise 

be unavailable" (Sherry in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 47). 

Another valuable aspect of such military metaphors of 

AIDS is the vagueness inherent in them. These metaphors 

enable the use of strong, proactive-sounding rhetoric, but 

fail to specify what exactly must be done and by whom. 

"Since the most obvious enemy - the viral agent - was 

faceless and invisible, it served poorly as the object of 

those intense emotions that war presumably arouses; it 
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located the war within the bodies of the diseaese's victims, 

not in the arena of social and political action" (Sherry in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993: 41). A war on a virus easily 

mutated into a cultural war on the "victims" of AIDS. Thus, 

the military metaphor is far from benign for it enables us to 

stigmatize not only the alien disease, but also the patients 

and groups of people thought to be most afflicted with it 

(Sontag 1989: 99). This process serves only to exacerbate 

the suffering of the sick. 

AIDS as 'Plague' 

Metaphorical language cloaks epidemiological as well as 

more general biological discourse on AIDS; this is apparent 

in the construction of AIDS as a "plague". According to 

Sontag, plagues are seen as punishments, carrying the 

implication that the affected are somehow deserving of their 

fate. This rhetoric of punishment will be elaborated on 

below in my discussion of AIDS discourse regarding 

"appropriate" moral codes and sexual behavior. It is also 

revealed in the frequent appearance of the phrase "innocent 

victims" in mainstream magazines, usually as a gloss for 

children or sexually chaste women with AIDS. Kimberly 

Bergalis, the young woman, a virgin, infected with HIV by her 

gay dentist, became a nationally pitied figure after 

proclaiming in People magazine that "I didn't do anything 

wrong". AIDS has been, and continues to be, perceived as a 

lifestyle disease which strikes those who, through drug use 
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or sexual behavior, violate hegemonic social norms of 

behavior. As such, AIDS resembles a plague in that it 

affects and simultaneously creates a tainted community. 

Like notorious plagues of the past, such as the Black 

Death, AIDS is portrayed within the hegemonic discourse as a 

scourge of the underclasses in urban areas (Goldstein 1987: 

16). Thus poverty and poor hygiene are conflated with the 

HIV virus as etiologic agents of AIDS. According to Time 

XAug. 13, 1985), "Squalid conditions, poverty and a 

semitropical environment may also play a role in the high 

rates of AIDS in Haiti and, oddly enough, in parts of 

southeastern Florida." "Africa's 'AIDS belt'" is 

particularly susceptible due to "Third World conditions" such 

as "the presence of feces in drinking 

water...insects...and...even local rituals that involve 

scarification and the exchange of blood" (Time, Aug. 12, 

1985). Typical of "plagues", AIDS is perceived of as coming 

from somewhere else. "Thus, illustrating the classic script 

for plague, AIDS is thought to have started in the 'dark 

continent', then spread to Haiti, then to the United 

States..." (Sontag 1989: 139). 

In the early years of the epidemic, this "African 

genesis" theory received a great deal of press (e.g., 

Newsweek, April 18, 1983) and Haitians were focused on as a 

significant "risk group" and vectors of the spread of the 

disease. As origin speculations are declining in popularity, 
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a new form of plague discourse has emerged. Recent articles 

in The New York Times and U.S. News now focus on the 

devastation wrought by AIDS in Third World countries where 

AIDS is perceived as running rampant. Thailand's "sex 

workers" have become notorious scapegoats, while Brazilians 

in Sao Paulo "shoot up the future" (U.S. News, July 27, 1992) 

and sexually profligate Indian truckers "ignore reality". 

Another feature of plagues is their ability to distort, 

disfigure and degrade. AIDS fills this criterion perfectly; 

KS (Kaposi's Sarcoma) lesions create visible brands or 

"stigma symbols" (Goffman, 1963:45) on the faces of the sick 

as AIDS-related dementia transforms their minds and 

personalities. As a woman quoted in The Village Voice (Dec. 

29, 1987) remarked, "what people are afraid of is not dying, 

but what happens before." 

Risk Groups: 'Others' Risking 'Our' Lives 

Although their archetypal victims are "others", plagues 

such as AIDS represent a real danger in the hegemonic 

rhetoric when they threaten all of us, the "general public" 

or "population at large". As the body is invaded by hostile 

foreigners hell bent on destruction, so is mainstream society 

threatened by the underclasses. One of the most distinctive 

qualities of the AIDS epidemic is the fact that it further 

marginalizes those already subject to prejudice and 

discrimination from mainstream society. Hegemonic AIDS 
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discourse, especially that of the early eighties, is 

characterized by a heavy focus on "risk groups", those 

categories of already deviant people who are most likely to 

get AIDS And die. These groups are alienated from "normal" 

society due to their behavior, race or country of origin. A 

1987 leaflet of the U.S. department of Health and Human 

services claims, under the heading "Who Gets AIDS?", that 

"Ninety-eight percent of the AIDS cases have occurred in the 

following groups of people:...homosexual and bisexual 

men...abusers of intravenous drugs...persons with 

hemophilia...persons who have had transfusions..." in 

descending order. One suspects that these people are not 

missed by the hegemony for they represent "deviants" of 

various sorts. Homosexuals clearly lie outside of societal 

norms as do junkies, who tend to evoke horror in "normals" 

because they engage in what is seen as nihilistic, suicidal 

behavior. People with hemophilia are deviant because they 

are sickly, while people from Third World countries, such as 

Africa or Haiti, and American blacks and Hispanics, who are 

overrepresented among the afflicted, are expendable by virtue 

of their foreignness or low social status. 

Interestingly, the two groups of people who have been 

viewed as "vectors" of transmission to the heterosexual 

majority, bisexual men and prostitutes, tend to be more 

stigmatized and feared than the other "risk groups". 

Newsweek (March 14j_ 1988) has declared that "prostitutes are 
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acting as carriers of the disease" to the general population, 

and several articles make the same claim regarding bisexual 

men. As Herdt and Stoller discuss (1990), bisexuals are 

subject to exceptional stigmatization in American society, 

for they are gender deviants who transgress our normative 

polarization of sexual orientation; they are liminal figures, 

neither completely gay nor completely straight, thus defying 

categorization. Moreover, bisexual men and prostitutes not 

only decimate their own ranks, they present a risk to "us". 

In fact, the "risk groups" that obsess the hegemonic 

discourse clearly represent Goffman's stigmatized 

individuals. "These are the folk who are considered to be 

engaged in some kind of collective denial of the social 

order" (Goffman 1963: 144). "By definition...we believe 

[them to be] not quite human. On this assumption we exercise 

varieties of discrimination" (Goffman 1963: 5). Becoming 

infected with the HIV virus forces the already marginalized 

to bear a second stigma. 

At Risk = 'Polluted', 'Abject' 

An anthropological explanation for the pervasive social 

fear of deviancy is provided by Mary Douglas in her classic 

work Purity and Danger (1966). Douglas has an essentially 

structuralist view of culture in which whatever behaviors 

that are not normatively classifiable by a culture are 

relegated to the anti-structural realm of "dirt". Dirt does 

not have an absolute dirtiness, but is culturally specific. 



"[D]irt is essentially disorder" (Douglas 1966: 2), namely 

that which does not fit into a culture's structural system. 

This demarcation between order/disorder or structure/non-

structure is inevitable for Douglas; dirt is an unavoidable 

by-product of systematicity. Dirt, as the contravention of 

system, is in turn, always indicative of the presence of some 

culturally-constituted categorical structuring; "[w]here 

there is dirt there is system" (Douglas 1966: 35). 

Dirt is typically that matter or behavior which lies on 

the margins of a social ordering. Or, dirt may be manifested 

by "people living in the interstices of the power structure, 

felt to be a threat to those with better defined status" 

(Douglas 1966: 104). In contemporary American society, as 

evidenced by AIDS discourse, bisexuals are clearly dirty 

beings since they do not conform to normative notions of 

static, unitary and lifelong sexual orientation. Indeed, as 

Lee Edelman argues, gay men are marginal to the dominant 

system of sexual mores by virtue of "the category-disrupting 

act of passivity that male homosexuality connotes" (Edelman 

in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 16). 

For Douglas, these ideas of pollution serve functional 

roles in society. First, they function on an intellectual 

level to "impose system on an inherently untidy experience" 

(Douglas 1966: 4). Second, they serve a social function by 

enforcing conformity to cultural rules of behavior. Behavior 

that is seen as anomalous, ambiguous or undefinable becomes 
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tabooed. Thus, ideas of pollution are imbued with moral 

overtones and "laws of nature are dragged in to sanction the 

moral code" (Douglas 1966: 3). This is precisely what has 

happened in the dominant construction of AIDS as attributable 

to deviant sexual behavior which is not only "immoral", but 

now "unsafe". As Douglas indicates, "[pjollution ideas can 

distract from the social and moral aspects of a situation by 

focussing on a simple material matter" (Douglas 1966: 138). 

By making dirt appear naturally dirty, the non-essential 

nature of these cultural constructions is concealed. 

Dirt is also equated with danger, so that what is 

anomalous is regarded with fear (Douglas 1966: 2). However, 

because it is dangerous, dirt is consequently a fertile 

source of power. Douglas's model leaves room for individual 

perception of and reaction to these enculturated ideas of 

purity versus pollution (Douglas 1966: 89); precisely 

because dirt represents the power of anti-system, it may 

provide the impetus for social change (Douglas 1966: 162). 

The activist discourse on AIDS suggests that we look to these 

alternative sources of power, to those behaviors and social 

identities normatively constructed as deviant, marginal or 

sick, for ways to subvert the hegemony. As Edelman says: 

"The drag queen striking the cops with her purse to defend 

the dignity of her narcissism before the punitive gaze of the 

law remains a potent image of the unexpected ways in which 

activism can be embodied when the dominant notions of 
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subjectivity are challenged rather than appropriated" 

(Edelman in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 31). 

Julia Kristeva, in Powers of Horror (1982), expands upon 

Douglas's ideas of purity and pollution with the concept of 

"abjection" which underscores the negative ramifications of 

such procrustean systems. Like Douglas, Kristeva asserts 

that "[i]t is... not lack of cleanliness or health that 

causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. 

What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-

between, the ambiguous, the composite" (Kristeva 1982: 4). 

By constituting subjects as "abject", cultural systems create 

a climate of fear and horror within and around those persons 

who subvert the social order. So abjection can be 

devastating to subjectivities; when met with abhorrence, a 

phenomenological self may react with self-loathing. 

Kristeva roots this universal impulse to create an 

underworld of abjection in early childhood experiences. 

Early on in human psychological development, abjection, seen 

as a throwing off or away, is externalized to liminal 

objects; these objects are seen as loathsome to avoid 

confronting the abject within. However, by "repressing" and 

"dodging" the abject, "modernity" has shoved aside a perverse 

well-spring of pleasure and power (Kristeva 1982: 26), for 

abjection can also be realized as "jouissance", a revelling 

in the potentiality of one's interstitial position (Kristeva 

1982: 9). 



Two of the most frequently cited "risk groups" for AIDS, 

bisexual men and gays, are constituted as abject in 

mainstream American culture because their very existence 

conjures up "a primal scene...of anal sex between men" 

(Edelman in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 14). Why should this 

sexual activity evoke fear and horror in "normals"? As 

Edelman explains, anal sex is viewed as anomalous, especially 

when a male is in the receptive position, because it 

inscribes a man "in the role that 'properly' is inhabited by 

(heterosexual) women" (Edelman in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 

14). By connoting passivity and a "deviant" femininity, anal 

sex between men "can register as a falling away from the 

always endangered 'integrity' of maleness as culturally 

constructed, and thus as a falling back into that dreaded but 

seductive, maternally-identified preoedipal eros from which, 

on the one hand, heterosexual masculinity is imagined to have 

emerged, and against which, as an absolute alterity, it 

needs, on the other hand, to define itself" (Edelman in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993: 18). Gays are reviled because they 

are commonly seen as narcissistically fixated on the mother. 

Such a psychological movement is precisely what lies behind 

all abjection, according to Kristeva. The creation of 

objects as abject begins with creation of the mother as 

abject. Since "the maternal body... shores up, in the 

individual, the fantasy of ... loss in which he is engulfed 

or becomes inebriated" (Kristeva 1982: 20), the mother, as 
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that object most desired, and thus most feared, by the 

developing subject is cast aside in a movement of revulsion. 

Symbiosis with the mother object is so feared because it 

connotes passivity, that dreaded state that anal sex between 

men also connotes. Thus, it can be claimed that in 

constituting bisexuals and gays as abject, "normals" repress 

their own fear of the primal urge to unify with the mother 

figure. 

To sum up, those communities which provided the initial 

locus for the rapid spread of HIV, namely gay men, bisexual 

men and needle users, were often regarded with horror, rather 

than compassion, because, behaviorally, they are our 

society's "dirt". If they had not already been in this 

culturally-constituted state of abjection, I believe the 

mainstream media's reaction to and depiction of the AIDS 

crisis would have looked completely different. 

How do these ideas articulate with a Gramscisan 

political-economic framework? It is my contention that these 

particular notions of system and dirt are an aspect and a 

tool of domination, endemic to the present-day hegemonic 

order. The putative deviancy of "risk groups" has been 

enforced by the media; the sad coincidence that AIDS hit 

these groups first is used as "proof" of the "rightness" of 

already-established hegemonic norms. 

Such fear of invasion and contamination by "deviants" 

has been a motivating force behind the recent media flurry 
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around the issue of the "heterosexual spread" of AIDS. 

Disapproval, oppression and contempt of such deviants has 

become medically rationalized; not only do these "risk 

groups" violate standard American norms of behavior and self-

identity, they are now seen as agents of infection. Public 

service messages announce that "anyone can get AIDS, but the 

subtext is "only because these people have given it to us". 

AIDS has aroused far more hysteria and media attention once 

it was realized that "AIDS doesn't discriminate". As James 

M. Jones notes, the "enlightened" or "liberal" line that AIDS 

is an "equal opportunity destroyer" "seems to break the links 

established between morality and disease but in fact 

reinforces it...precisely because the discourse aims at 

keeping the majority (i.e., heterosexuals) healthy and 

confining HIV to 'risk groups' of the socially marginalized 

and politially disenfranchised" (Jones in Murphy and Poirier 

1993: 226). 

This fear of risk groups has prompted several articles 

in the mainstream news magazines to impute malicious 

intentions to the sick. For example, Time (Aug. 12, 1985) 

reports that "Health officials fear [that the nation's blood 

supply will be tainted when] "homosexuals and other risk 

individuals...volunteer to give blood simply to get their 

blood tested." Similarly, "the most sexually active people" 

are not "apt to be the most altruistic people donating blood" 

(Newsweek. March 14, 1988). They seal their own fate by 
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engaging in unhealthy, "irresponsible" behavior but must not 

be allowed to pollute "us". The hegemonic discourse is 

saturated with the fear of pollution, captured by Newsweek's 

usage of the term "bad blood" to describe the bodily fluids 

of HIV positive people (March 14, 1988). 

Although this focus on "risk groups" is waning, it is 

still an integral part of the hegemonic discourse. A 

Newsweek article of Aug. 3, 1992 bandies the term about 

freely, albeit in the slightly modified form - "at-risk 

groups". This shift implies that they are themselves at risk 

of contracting AIDS, whereas the older usage implies they 

they are a risk to others. 

Death For One, Death For All 

Another discursive tactic encountered in the hegemonic 

literature is a considerable degree of fatalism (Sontag 

1989:118). Commonly referred to as a "scourge" or a 

"specter" (e.g., Newsweek. Aug. 8, 1983), AIDS is portrayed 

as invariably fatal to the patient. "In the absence of a 

cure, all face certain death" says U.S. News (July 27, 1985). 

"It is the virtual certainty of death...that makes the 

disease so frightening" according to Newsweek (Aug 12, 1985). 

The hegemonic discourse is notable for its failure to portray 

the growing numbers of people who, as a result of early 

diagnosis and prophylaxis, are managing their illness for 

several years. 
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Such hysteria-mongering rhetoric and doomsday 

predictions, especially characteristic of AIDS reporting in 

the early eighties, are fostered by the construction of AIDS 

as mysterious, inscrutable and unknown. It is its 

"foreignness" that makes it so terrifying. According to Time 

(Aug. 3, 1992), "AIDS... remains one of the most mysterious 

maladies ever to confront medical science." This "unusual 

and frightening" (Newsweek, April 18, 1983) disease, or 

"pernicious plague" (U.S. News, July 27, 1992) "carries the 

potential to be the greatest natural tragedy in human 

history" (Newsweek, March 14, 1988). This construction of 

AIDS as an inexplicable virus and a totally novel phenomenon 

is countered by Stephen Jay Gould who insists that 

innumerable epidemics have marked human history (Gould in 

McKenzie 1991:102). Moreover, he claims, dire proclamations 

of the virus' unchecked spread such as: "The AIDS virus is 

now running rampant in the heterosexual community...we face a 

mounting death toll in the years ahead that will be the most 

formidable the world has ever seen" (Masters and Johnson in 

Newsweek. March 14, 1988) are misleading. AIDS is not 

unique, but "represents the ordinary workings of biology" 

(Gould in McKenzie 1991:102). It is not spreading 

uncontrollably or unusually rapidly through the population; 

rather, its epidemiology represents the exponential nature 

typical of most diseases' initial distribution among human 

hosts. 
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This hegemonic fatalism is further manifested in 

apocalyptic predictions regarding AIDS' impact on the world 

system. According to Time (Nov. 3, 1986): "of all the 

viruses that have plagued human beings through the ages, few 

have cast darker shadows or proved more formidable than 

[AIDS]." U.S.News (July 27, 1992) waxes positively maudlin: 

"The grim reaper is always close at hand. But seldom has he 

swung his scythe so widely and brutally as in the AIDS 

epidemic, which is sending millions of victims to their death 

and may soon become the most costly and catastrophic plague 

in history." As Sontag notes (1989: 175), such catastrophic 

thinking is inextricably intertwined with the plague 

metaphor. Plagues represent the foreign and the unknown; in 

imagining the worst, we attempt to define and delimit what is 

perceived to be beyond our control. Since the unknown is the 

greatest threat , we can acheive some mastery over AIDS 

merely by second-guessing the virus' "intent" or "plan" for 

human life. 

Controlling 'Deviant' Sexuality 

Issues of sex and morality are also commonly brought to 

bear in hegemonic AIDS discourse. AIDS plays on society's 

fear of sex in general , "erotophobia" to use Patton's term 

(1985: 103), and of sex with "deviants" most particularly. 

The AIDS crisis has been a forum for the legislation of codes 

of sexual behavior, clothed in the guise of sensible 
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protection. AIDS has highlighted institutional attempts to 

control the erotic. 

The first target of such legislative attempts was all 

that was perceived as "deviant" sexuality, especially 

homosexuality. Known in its early days as "the gay plague", 

"gay cancer" or "GRID- gay-related immune deficiency", AIDS 

stood as a potent reminder of the perils of non-normative 

behavior. In the language of many mainstream magazines, the 

suspicious "gay lifestyle" is actually responsible for the 

disease. According to Time (Aug. 3, 1992), it is "the gay 

bathhouses where AIDS was spread by promiscuous, unprotected 

sex." Similarly, "'back room' bars where, in dim or unlit 

areas, patrons had anonymous sex...[in] an era of reckless 

abandon" are to blame. This hegemonic discourse displays the 

tendency to conflate groups of people with stereotypical 

behavior and to characterize this behavior, rather than the 

virus itself, as the etiology of disease. 

The focus quickly and easily shifted to an indictment of 

specific "abnormal" sexual practices, especially anal sex. A 

Newsweek article of Aug. 3, 1992 claims that "The virus is 

spreading because adolescent sexual behavior is risky...up to 

a quarter of teenagers report engaging in rectal 

intercourse." The use of the term "risky" to describe anal 

sex is telling, leading one to wonder if what is at risk is 

just health or social norms of sexuality as well. A U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services leaflet recommends 
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that the "general public" "avoid oral-genital contact" and 

"take appropriate precautions to prevent contact with the 

[sexual partner's] body fluids". It is clear that the only 

sexual behavior that is sanctionable is heterosexual, 

genital-to-genital contact, for aberrant, unacceptable forms 

of eroticism are seen to bring disease and death as surely as 

does a virus. 

By a simple process of extension, such moralizing became 

an indictment of an entire culture or "lifestyle". Feature 

articles on "gay America" typically portray gay culture as 

uniformly hedonistic and in need of "maturing". Time (Aug. 

3, 1992) claims that: "The crisis turned an often hedonistic 

male subculture of bar-hopping, promiscuity and abundant 

'recreational' drugs - an endless party centered on the young 

and the restless - into a true community, rich in social 

services and political lobbies, in volunteerism and civic 

spirit." Despite its death toll, AIDS has served the 

salutary purpose of forcing gays to grow up. This rhetoric 

implies, firstly, that there is something wrong with the 

sheer pursuit of pleasure; to be full adults gays must strive 

for the loftier, nobler goals of charity and community 

service. Secondly, gay culture is portrayed as a Dionysian 

frenzy that was bound to become spent. The halcyon days are 

dead according to Newsweek (Aug. 8, 1983): "For Gay America, 

a decade of carefree sexual adventure, a headlong gambol on 

the far side of the human libido, has all but come to a 
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close. The flag of sexual liberation...has been lowered. 

Caution and responsibility...are now the watchwords of gay 

liberation." In fact, gays are encouraged to model ideal 

heterosexual relationship patterns. "I think there has been 

a tremendously constructive response to AIDS by the gay 

community" says Susan Tross, a psychologist, "They are dating 

more. They are having monogamous relationships." (Time, Aug. 

12, 1985). Undeniably, many gays may welcome monogamy, but 

this is not the point. Within the hegemonic discourse, 

monogamy has ceased to be a choice for gays (and, by 

extension, everyone); rather, normative sexual behavior is 

presented as a cultural imperative that now has "scientific" 

justification. 

This restrictive atmosphere began to permeate the arena 

of heterosexual sex once it was realized that the virus could 

be spread via this route of transmission as well. Government 

pamphlets and the mainstrean media adopted a strong anti-

promiscuity stance, evidencing a belief that a high level of 

sexual activity is abnormal and will ultimately doom those 

who engage in such "irresponsible" behavior. Promiscuous 

gays and heterosexuals are envisioned as playing a deadly 

game of "Russian roulette" (Time, Aug. 12, 1985); "risk" is 

equated with the number of sexual partners one has. Such 

ideology has had the effect of motivating the hegemonic 

discourse to strongly advocate monogamy, preferably within 

the marital relationship. The U.S. Dept. of Health and Human 
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Services presents these guidelines for the "general public": 

"...abstain from sex or have a mutually monogamous 

marriage/relationship with an uninfected person...Don11 have 

sex with multiple partners, or with persons who have had 

multiple partners (including prostitutes). The more partners 

you have, the greater your risk of infection...avoid sex with 

members of risk groups." Surgeon General C. Everett Koop 

claims: "There is always a danger whenever people engage in 

casual sex outside the marriage relationship, even if their 

promiscuity is heterosexual" (Newsweek, March 14, 1988), 

although it is not clear how a marriage license acts as a 

prophylactic against disease. The rhetoric of Masters and 

Johnson in their book CRISIS: Heterosexual Behavior in the 

Age of AIDS is particularly accusatory, characterizing 

individuals who have multiple sexual partners as "...people 

who, irresponsibly clinging to their personal excuses for not 

being tested, silently spread slow death to those with whom 

they couple in erotic abandon." (Newsweek. March 14, 1988). 

Thus, promiscuity is not only dangerous, but morally 

reprehensible as well; those putatively selfish and amoral 

persons guilty of such behavior are imputed with an evil 

intent to infect society at large. AIDS becomes only the 

proximate cause of death in this discourse; reckless 

hedonism is the real nemesis. Moreover, the hegemonic 

discourse assumes that people with AIDS must remain celibate 

for the rest of their lives, such as they are. A doctor 
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quoted in Newsweek (April 18, 1983) complains that: "It's 

very hard to tell a young, not desperately ill person that he 

should not have sex for the rest of his life." 

Erotophobia is also evident in the fear and loathing 

expressed by the hegemony towards needle users, for shooting 

up can be seen as yet another form of aberrant erotic 

behavior, an illicit penetration, that must be stymied 

(Goldstein, 1987:19). Thus it is apparent that AIDS has been 

packaged by the hegemonic discourse in such a way as to 

provide medical, public health grounds for controlling sexual 

behavior and enforcing normative heterosexual coupling. 

Just Control Yourself 

Rhetoric of "personal responsibility" is a final 

thematic feature of the hegemonic discourse. This tact is 

also used by liberal organizations such as Gay Men's Health 

Crisis (GMHC), but to very different ends, as will be shown. 

In the government's usage, this theme is deployed to deny the 

importance of governmental initiatives in controlling the 

AIDS crisis and to deflect blame from institutional 

structures onto individuals and groups of individuals. As 

Dr. James Mason, head of the U.S. Public Health Service says, 

we should take Kennedy's advice and "ask not what your 

country can do for you, but what you can do for your country. 

We have to have a responsible citizenry to help stop this 
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epidemic. The truth or consequences of AIDS is individual 

responsibility." I Spin, vol.7, num.9, 1991). 

Ideology Writ Small 

The hegemonic ideology is supported by specific 

linguistic usages. As Kinsella (1989: 3) notes, "AIDS-speak" 

or "newspeak" proliferates in the mass media. This 

ambiguous, euphemistic language obfuscates meaning, since it 

is not clear what is precisely meant by terminology such as 

"intimate contact" or "exchange of bodily fluids". For 

example, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

cautions us to "take all appropriate precautions to prevent 

contact with a person's bodily fluids" and if you are "at 

risk" to "protect your partner from contact with your body 

fluids" without telling us how to go about doing so. 

Similarly, Newsweek (April 18, 1983) informs us that 

"extremely intimate contact - or exposure to blood - is 

probably necessary for infection." This prudishness 

regarding the use of explicit language descriptive of sexual 

behavior and anatomy was most pronounced in the early 

eighties; while strictures gradually relaxed over time, the 

informational pamphlets produced by the surgeon general still 

do not, as a rule, contain explicit works-sterilizing 

instructions. A rationalization for this timidity is 

provided by Dr. James Mason who says, "There has been a 

prohibition on needle exchange because we do not want to 

present the idea that the government sanctions drug abuse. 
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The government should not be a sponsor of drug activity." 

(Spin, vol.7, num. 9, 1991). Rather, the official line is to 

promote the improbable goal of eradicating drug use in the 

U.S. as a necessary prerequisite to halting the spread of 

AIDS among needle users. 

Lexical techniques also reinforce the hegemonic ideology 

that stigmatizes members of certain groups. The term "risk 

groups" when opposed to the "general population" is perhaps 

the most common device of this kind. Similarly, news 

magazines frequently use the term "homosexual" instead of 

"gay" (e.g., Newsweek, Aug. 8, 1983); this directly opposes 

the way gays prefer to refer to themselves, if one uses 

language from The Advocate as a index. Kinsella (1989: 76) 

discusses the debate that raged within newsrooms over the use 

of the word "gay" as a noun; "gay" was seen as an inherently 

politicized term and thus avoided until the mid-eighties. 

Likewise, in a 1983 poll, Newsweek used the euphemism "life

style" to refer to gay sexual behavior, asking respondents if 

they felt that "homosexuality should be considered as an 

accepted alternative life-style" I Newsweek, Aug. 8, 1983). 

Not only does this usage gloss over the fundamental issue of 

sexuality, it also implies that all gay people engage in a 

shared, and presumably subversive and hedonistic, way of 

life. 



Tension Within Hegemonic Discourse 

Although these basic features pervade the hegemonic 

discourse as a whole, this discourse, in accordance with 

Gramscian theory, is not monolithic and undifferentiated. 

The nature of the discussion has changed significantly over 

time, as will be discussed in greater detail below. Also, 

the two major American news magazines, Time and Newsweek, 

differ in terms of the number and nature of their cover 

stories on AIDS. Newsweek has taken a more liberal and 

involved stance, devoting far more cover stories to the 

disease. (Kinsella, 1989:100). Moreover, Newsweek covers 

have been more daring, depicting, for example, a vial of 

blood with the label "caution: KS/AIDS'; two gay men 

embracing under the headline "Gay America: Sex, Politics and 

the Impact of AIDS"; and a large reproduction of a wrapped 

condom with the words "Safe Sex" emblazoned over it. In 

contrast, the covers of Time are more conservative, cloaking 

stories on AIDS in scientific guise. One story (Nov. 3, 

1986) disguises the fact that it contains information about 

AIDS with a headline that merely says "VIRUSES" superimposed 

over a highly magnified photograph of a microbe. A similar 

depersonalized and detached mood is evoked on its Aug. 12, 

1985 cover which does bear the headline "AIDS", but still 

portrays only the virus itself, "magnified 135,00 times", 

rather than a human subject. 
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Unexpected cleavages also appear within the governmental 

discourse itself. Former president Bush has been frequently 

criticized for his silence on AIDS amd preference for 

superficial ploys such as "[sitting] down with AIDS patients 

and rap[ping] with them [and] squeezing babies with AIDS" 

(Spin, vol.7, num.9, 1991) over concerted government action. 

In contrast with Bush's silence and with the euphemistic 

"AIDS-speak"of the mass media, Surgeon General Koop has been 

a progressive force within the hegemony, using explicit 

language, advocating early sex education and opening up 

discourse on hitherto clandestine topics (Kinsella, 

1989:23). For example, his 1986 report for the general 

public states that "tears in the surface lining of the vagina 

or rectum may occcur during insertion of the penis, fingers 

or other objects...the AIDS virus can be passed from penis to 

rectum and vagina and vice versa." A 1988 bulletin informs us 

that the virus is present in "semen or vaginal fluids. The 

virus can enter the body through the vagina, penis, rectum or 

mouth. Anal intercourse poses the greatest danger because 

"The rectum is easily injured during anal intercourse." Such 

precise and clear description of bodily fluids and anatomy is 

far more informative than talk about "intimate contact". 

Moreover, Koop's literature concentrates on "risk 

behavior" rather than "risk groups" and is wary of 

associating the disease with certain classes of people. His 

1986 leaflet says: "AIDS is not a disease only of 
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homosexuals...AIDS is not a black or white disease...In the 

future AIDS will probably increase and spread among people 

who are not homosexual or intravenous drug abusers in the 

same manner as other sexually transmitted diseases". 

Furthermore, the surgeon general has been progressive 

regarding AIDS policy, in contrast with other elements of 

the government. As his 1986 report makes clear, Koop is 

against mandatory HIV testing and takes a fairly radical 

position on iv drug use, urging those who cannot quit to use 

clean needles. 

The National Commission on AIDS (NCA) is even more 

progressive, advocating needle distribution and recognizing 

the need to address the underlying social problems, such as 

poverty, homelessness and the "collapse of the health care 

system" that have contributed to the rapid spread of AIDS 

among American minorities (1991 NCA report, p.4). In fact, 

their stance contrasts markedly with that of the surgeon 

general. The NCA represents a decidedly critical voice 

within the hegemony, frequently addressing governmental 

failures in dealing with the AIDS crisis. In the words of 

NCA chairman Dr. June Osborn, "By inattention we have let our 

cities slide into a silent social disaster...AIDS is a 

metaphor - the only really new things about the HIV epidemic 

are the virus itself and the pressure of burgeoning numbers 

of young adults needing sustained health care. All the rest 

of the problems we face are old ones that we have ignored or 
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patched or minimized beyond all common sense." (March 6, 1990 

speech). While the NCA advocates intensive community 

intervention programs and national policy-making, the surgeon 

general remains supportive of the status quo and the state of 

governmental response to AIDS. According to surgeon general 

Antonia Novello, "President Bush has done a wonderful job -

he has done more for AIDS than any president...He has tried 

to be understanding about people's lifestyle choices" (The 

Advocate, Sept. 87, 1992). Her comment neglects to include 

the fact that only one president prior to Bush has been faced 

with the problem of AIDS. It is important to note that while 

the NCA has a progressive stance on AIDS it does not 

significantly undermine the hegemonic point of view. Bush, 

while President, effected none of the NCA's thirty 

recommendations; this agency appears to be little more than a 

figurehead. 

A Social Disease 

The single overarching theme (aside from an unquestioned 

support of the HIV hypothesis) that ties the hegemonic AIDS 

discourse together is a focus on AIDS as a social epidemic, 

rather than a personal physical and psychological crisis. 

This perspective, evidenced in the media, NCA and surgeon 

general's material, is exemplified by the July 27, 1992 U.S. 

News article entitled "The Hidden Cost of AIDS" which focuses 

on how the disease is "devastating" the world economy. A de-



individualization of the disease in this manner further 

contributes to the stigmatization and isolation of people 

with AIDS and HIV positive individuals. As McKenzie notes 

(1991: 7), there has been a lack of focus on the mental 

health treatment of PWA's; on the whole, the American 

psychiatric community has remained silent on this issue. An 

alternative perspective is provided by the liberal press and 

AIDS activist organizations such as GMHC. A moving piece in 

The Village Voice by Michael Musto discusses the personal 

fear and grief that has infected NYC's gay community as 

potently as has the HIV virus. The position of GMHC is made 

clear by Lewis Katoff, director of client services, who says, 

"All of GMHC's client services begin with the assumption that 

a diagnosis of AIDS or ARC is catastrophic - the threatened 

or actual disruption of all parts of a person's life" 

(McKenzie 1991: 544). GMHC publishes pamphlets not only 

about the physiological effects of AIDS, but the emotional as 

well; i.e., one is directed towards the "worried well" while 

another discusses how to be supportive to a friend who has 

AIDS. GMHC, a volunteer-staffed organization, also offers an 

intensive and long-term program of group therapy for their 

clients. 
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COUNTER-HEGEMONIC DISCOURSE 

The Gav and Lesbian Press 

An alternative to the hegemonic construction of AIDS is 

provided by the gay/lesbian literature; my two primary 

sources for this data are the informational pamphlets 

published by Gay Men's Health Crisis (GMHC) and The Advocate, 

the national gay/lesbian monthly. Katz and Sternberg Katz 

(1992) characterize The Advocate, which is published out of 

Los Angeles, as "the best-selling gay male newsmagazine ... 

cover[ing] the national and international gay news and 

cultural scene". Although it bills itself as "the national 

gay and lesbian monthly", The Advocate appears to be more 

oriented towards gay males, as reflected by the 

advertisements in which photographs of men predominate. 

However, articles on women's issues (e.g., addressing the 

reproductive rights of HIV positive women) do appear, so I 

refer to it throughout as a gay/lesbian publication. In 

accordance with its restricted target audience, The 

Advocate's circulation (80, 000) is much more circumscribed 

than that of the news magazines discussed above. 

The justification for classifying this discourse, as 

well as the ones that follow, as counter-hegemonic is based 

in large part on its self-presentation. The authors of this 

discourse are often directly and self-consciously opposed to 
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the tenets and policies of the hegemony as well as openly 

identifying themselves as gay. 

As Gramsci himself made clear, recognition of the 

hegemonic order and one's place in it is a necessary 

prerequisite for structural change. "Critical understanding 

of self takes place...through a struggle of political 

'hegemonies' and of opposing directions... Consciousness of 

being part of a particular hegemonic force...is the first 

stage towards a further progressive self-consciousness in 

which theory and practice will finally be one" (Gramsci 1992: 

333). The "elementary and primitive phase" of a counter-

hegemony is realized as a "sense of being 'different' and 

'apart'... an instinctive feeling of independence..." 

(Gramsci 1992: 333; my emphasis). From this passage, it is 

clear that two factors are critical in the identification of 

a counter-hegemonic trend: an oppositionality to hegemonic 

ideology that is frequently presented as explicit criticism 

of the dominant order; and a self-identification or mood of 

differentness. To some extent, all my definitions of 

"hegemonic" and "counter-hegemonic" AIDS discourses are 

arbitrary due to the diversity and complexity of this 

discursive field; however, if this richness is adequately 

conveyed, it is acceptable to categorize these discursive 

trends. Although a variety of conceptualizations is 

undoubtedly possible, I have chosen one that I believe 

captures essential underlying themes. 
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One of the more salient counter-hegemonic elements 

evidenced by the gay/lesbian literature is a conviction that 

"silence equals death". This slogan that has become 

identified with the gay community conveys a tripartite 

meaning: there is a need to speak out to alert the 

government to the severity of the AIDS crisis, thereby 

motivating increased government spending; to counter the 

isolation and ostracization experienced by HIV positive 

people; and to educate those who remain well. This 

conviction has had a tremendous effect on the extent and 

depth of coverage on AIDS in the gay/lesbian press. The 

Advocate, in addition to its near monthly feature articles on 

AIDS, has several regular columns devoted to the disease. 

"AIDS front" provides up-to-date information on AIDS 

research and treatment, while another features a medical 

doctor addressing, in depth, the health questions of HIV 

positive readers. GMHC publishes over twenty brochures and 

manuals on all aspects of the disease, from medical to legal 

and psychological, as well as numerous videos, posters, 

newsletters, comics and buttons. The wide variety of this 

literature far exceeds that of the surgeon general's office; 

for example, GMHC's manual entitled "Medical Answers About 

AIDS" provides in-depth, clinical information about not only 

the routes of transmission of the virus, but all the 

opportunistic infections associated with AIDS and treatment 

options as well. 
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This concentration points to a unifying theme of the 

gay/lesbian discourse, namely the identity of its target 

audience. This literature is largely geared to people with 

AIDS, whereas the vast majority of the hegemonic discourse is 

composed by and for people who are removed from direct 

experience with the disease. When the government does 

address PWA's it is frequently in an authoritarian, 

threatening voice, convincing them of the necessity of 

"protecting your partner from contact with your body fluids" 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services bulletin, 

1987). In contrast, the GMHC pamphlet entitled "I'm HIV 

positive - what next?" provides sensitive advice complete 

with poignantly funny cartoons. 

Another decidedly and self-consciously counter-hegemonic 

theme in this literature is a hopeful, anti-fatalistic 

attitude. In contrast with the mainstream news magazines 

which describe HIV positive individuals as free-falling 

towards death, GMHC literature stresses the importance of 

maintaining control over one's body and living with HIV and 

AIDS. As the above-mentioned pamphlet attests: "When 

I...tested positive, it seemed like the end of the world -

but it wasn't. I realized that I was still in charge, that I 

was very much alive. I became determined to stay as healthy 

as possible." HIV positive individuals should "plan for the 

long term" for "AIDS and HIV infection are no longer a 

sentence of immediate death....there are more and more long-
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term survivors and we are learning about living with HIV 

infection from them. It is in your best interest to get on 

with life and plan for the long haul." Importantly, this 

literature is distinctive for its recognition of various 

stages of HIV infection. Not all antibody-positive people 

are hospitalized, emaciated pariahs; some remain well for 

years, while others are afflicted with relatively minor 

illnesses that allow them to continue on with their lives. 

Whereas the conventional "AIDS" diagnosis of the medical 

model can mean any number of things and does not even 

indicate whether a person is healthy or ill, the counter-

hegemonic discourse's use of the alternative term "HIV-

illness" is intended to capture the continuum character of 

the illness. 

This gay/lesbian discourse counters the anti-promiscuity 

moralizing of the hegemony with an emphasis on the 

acceptability and need for continued sexual activity in the 

age of AIDS and even by HIV positive people. One of GMHC's 

most common ads, appearing in publications such as The 

Village Voice and The Advocate, consists of a mildly 

provocative photograph of two men embracing underneath the 

caption "He plays hard, but he always uses condoms". Below 

are advertised several of their free workshops such as : 

"Keep it Up" on how to negotiate safer sex; "Living and 

Loving with HIV/AIDS: a workshop on dating and relationships 

for gay men living with HIV/AIDS"; "What's In It 4 Me? a 
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Safer Sex Thang" addressed to black gay men. A corollary of 

this pro-sex stance is a more reasoned view of the bathhouse 

culture. Instead of condemning these zones of free-wheeling 

sexual activity as dens of iniquity and petri dishes of 

disease, several articles in The Advocate address attempts to 

adapt the subculture to modern needs. Decadence can be both 

fun and safe according to the owners of Eros, where 

"unprotected anal sex is strictly forbidden, [but] fucking 

with condoms does take place, as do latex-gloved fisting, 

spanking and tickle-torture scenes" . Whereas hegemonic 

forces attempted to, and largely succeeded in, eradicating 

bathhouse culture, voices within the gay community are 

conveying the message that AIDS does not necessarily mean 

"the party's over" (Newsweek, Aug. 8, 1983). 

In a likewise manner, the gay press tends to advocate a 

"ham reduction" (The Advocate. Dec. 17, 1991) philosophy 

towards countering the spread of AIDS among iv drug users. 

Instead of insisting that addicts must quit using in order to 

avoid infection, this strategy holds that needle-

distribution programs and works-sterilizing information are 

effective public health measures. In direct opposition to 

the surgeon general who refuses to publish such information 

lest this be construed as a sanction of drug use, GMHC 

pamphlets provide explicit directions for bleaching needles 

and works. These step-by-step guidelines, accompanied by 

diagrams, include vital information such as the fact that 
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dealers frequently rebag and hot-seal used needles for sale 

on the street. This contrasts sharply with the advice given 

in government posters that proclaim: "Drugs don't help you 

bury the past, they bury you..." or "Are you a prisoner of 

drugs? Break out, stop shooting and start living today, 

don't give AIDS one more chance..." This hegemonic voice not 

only targets drugs as the culprit in the AIDS crisis and 

advocates a lifestyle change for users, it implies that 

needle users are "prisoners" without free will who are not 

really "living". 

In emphasizing the importance of safer sex and needle 

sterilization, the gay/lesbian discourse utilizes the same 

rhetoric of "personal responsibility" as does the surgeon 

general (re: Antonia Novello in Spin, vol.7, num.9, 1991), 

but with very different motivations. Whereas the government 

uses this tactic to deflect blame, the gay/lesbian discourse 

uses it to deny the need and efficacy of repressive, macro-

level measures , such as proposed mandatory HIV testing, to 

halt the spread of the disease. GMHC's "self-help" model 

urges its clients and the general public to "Spread 

education, not fear." and "Above all, be responsible for 

yourself." Safe sex and personal responsibility need not be 

onerous and dismal. The GMHC workshop called "Eroticizing 

Safer Sex" advertises: "Who says safer sex has to be boring? 

with other gay and bi men learn how to make it creative and 

HOT." The need for Americans, including gays, to experience 
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erotic pleasure, even in the age of AIDS, is not a concern of 

the hegemony. 

As Goffman notes, stigmatized individuals internalize 

societal norms and often turn judgement onto themselves. 

"Shame becomes a central possibility...[and] self-hate and 

self-derogation can also occur" (Goffman 1963: 7). GMHC 

recognizes the stigmatizing potential of the virus and 

stresses the need to overcome self-blame. A manual for 

friends of people with AIDS says: "Don't permit your friend 

to blame him or herself for the illness. Remind your friend 

that lifestyles don't cause disease, germs do." A manual on 

"AIDS fear" lists the following as symptoms of the syndrome: 

"You begin to think that there is something wrong with being 

gay or bisexual... You feel guilty about your history of 

intravenous drug use...You experience strong feelings of 

regret or guilt over past sexual behavior." 

Another hallmark of the gay/lesbian press is its highly 

critical attitude towards hegemonic institutions and official 

figures. One article in The Advocate is entitled "Does 

George Bush Have a Clue about AIDS?" (Sept. 8, 1992); 

another called "In the Dark About AIDS" (July 30, 1992) 

discusses the human rights abuses that have plagued HIV 

positive individuals; another is entitled "The AIDS Media 

Circus: Hype and Hysteria Behind the Headlines" and looks at 

the way mainstream journalists have over-dramatized the 

effect of AIDS on the white, heterosexual population; yet 
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another is an expose of practices used by insurance companies 

to deny coverage to single men who live in "gay" 

neighborhoods. 

Because of their awareness of the rampant discrimination 

suffered by people with AIDS, the gay/lesbian press urges 

extreme caution to those planning to take an HIV antibody 

test. GMHC says, "Don't let anybody talk you into getting 

tested. It's your choice!" Moreover, one must always be 

sure to be tested anonymously, as opposed to confidentially, 

so that one's identity is protected. The Advocate (Sept. 10, 

1991) rails against mandatory HIV testing, seeing this as 

legislated discrimination designed to keep HIV positive 

people out of jobs. 

The gay press is also a forum for advocacy. Articles 

address such topics as the need for HIV positive women to 

retain reproductive rights, including both the right to a 

safe abortion and the right to bear children if they so 

desire (The Advocate, Feb. 12, 1991); proposed governmental 

plans to institute mandatory HIV testing (The Advocate, Feb 

12, 1991); state laws designed to restrict the sex lives of 

PWA's and criminalize the transmission of the HIV virus (The 

Advocate, Dec. 17, 1991); and the need for increased 

government spending on AIDS. By propagating these themes, 

the gay/lesbian press establishes itself as an advocate for 

human rights, especially the rights of those infected with 

HIV; this is in marked contrast to the hegemonic discourse 
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which is primarily concerned with protecting the "general 

public" from those who have AIDS. 

A fundamental theme underlying this counter-hegemonic 

discourse is the need for understanding and institutionally 

mandated education instead of litigation and repressive 

measures in response to the AIDS crisis. According to The 

Advocate (Sept. 10, 1991), "We need to turn the focus away 

from blaming people with HIV to slowing the spread of the 

epidemic"; measures such as mandatory testing are short

sighted, paranoid proposals that do little to benefit the 

public health, but greatly marginalize the sick. 

As with the hegemonic discourse, the counter-hegemony 

furthers its ideology through specific uses of language. 

Unlike the hegemonic discourse, the gay/lesbian press is 

quite self-conscious about its language use, problematizing 

what typically remains unquestioned in the mainstream 

literature. In general, this discourse is characterized by 

more explicit, detailed language regarding sexual practices, 

needle use practices and condom techniques; this points to 

the fact that this discourse is directed towards an audience 

consisting of people who do use IV drugs and do engage in 

homosexual sex. Also, in contrast to the mainstrean media, 

The Advocate always uses the word "gay" instead of 

"homosexual". GMHC pamphlets urge people to use the term 

"PWA's (people with AIDS) instead of "AIDS victims", for the 

latter carries heavy negative connotations. "People with HIV 
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illness are no different from people with other potentially 

life-threatening illnesses. They are not people waiting to 

die, but people living with their disease and continuing to 

make contributions to society. They are not 'victims'. They 

are simply people with HIV illness." This quote points to 

another distinguishing feature of the counter-hegemonic 

discourse, namely the use of the phrase "HIV illness". This 

terminology is designed to recognize the fact that HIV 

positive individuals are not necessarily infirm or 

incapacitated. Greater specificity is also the motive behind 

The Advocate's usage of "IDU's" (injection drug users) versus 

iv drug users. Not all needle users inject drugs 

intravenously; some, such as steroid users, inject 

intramuscularly but are also at risk for contracting HIV. 

Language is important in this case, for it is necessary for 

steroid users to realize that they too are engaging in risky 

behavior. Although the gay/lesbian press is generally 

supportive of the HIV hypothesis, The Advocate is careful to 

use the phrase "HIV, the virus believed to cause AIDS" 

instead of "HIV, the virus that causes AIDS" in recognition 

of the controversy that surrounds this hypothesis within the 

medical community and among some segments of their 

readership. 

Moreover, GMHC literature counters the hegemonic 

discourse by focusing on "risk behavior" instead of "risk 

groups". "A virus doesn't recognize risk groups...It is a 
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biological accident that gay men were among the first people 

to be infected in the U.S. ... High-risk behavior will leave 

you open to HIV infection, no matter who you are." These 

educational brochures also incorporate the lingo of drug 

users, referring to needles as "spikes" or "points" and 

describing the whole array of paraphernalia used in shooting 

up. This kind of language is addressed to drug users 

themselves and represents an attempt to recognize this 

subculture by adopting elements of its language. Finally, 

The Advocate (Dec. 17, 1991) addresses the inherent sexism of 

the CDC's standard AIDS definition and its negative 

ramifications for women. Because characteristically female 

opportunistic infections, such as chronic candidiasis and 

certain gynecological cancers, do not fulfill criteria for an 

AIDS diagnosis, women with AIDS are frequently denied health 

care. 

Despite these significant points of contention, the 

gay/lesbian literature does share some tenets of the 

hegemonic discourse. For example, both GMHC and The Advocate 

support the HIV hypothesis in spite of their more tentative 

language. Interestingly, this is true only of the 

gay/lesbian press, not the liberal press as a whole, as will 

be discussed below. Martin Delaney in his column "AIDS 

front" in The Advocate rails on non-HIV theories saying, "The 

case against HIV is based on conjecture, ignorance of the 

data, out-of-date information and fictitious figures and 
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statistics repeated by an unquestioning press." Morever, 

"[t]he abundantly clear link of HIV to AIDS is more certain 

than that between most diseases and their causes", he says 

(June 30, 1992). Furthermore, both discourses support the 

use of a T cell count as a measure of health. This heuristic 

is used by the medical establishment to quantify and measure 

health in numerical terms. Delaney speaks of a "promising 

new form of treatment" that is able to "rebuild in AIDS 

patients a key population of white blood cells, called CD8 or 

T8 cells" (The Advocate, March 10, 1992). Thus, Delaney 

shares with the hegemonic medical establishment the desire to 

measure well-being in precise, "objective" terms. Elsewhere, 

The Advocate (July 14, 1992) discusses the progress of AIDS 

patient Mark Johnson in terms of his fluctuating levels of T4 

helper cells "which...act as an indicator of a healthy or 

collapsing immune system." Not only does this reveal The 

Advocate's support of the techniques of the medical 

establishment, it also has important treatment ramifications. 

Since they concur that maintaining a high level of T cells is 

crucial for health, they tend to support the use of 

standardized chemotherapy treatments which are intended to 

regulate the immune system. These points of consonance 

between the hegemony and the counter-hegemony support 

Gramsci's contention that any counter-hegemony is never 

entirely novel, but will always share some aspects of the 

hegemony. It appears as though the gay/lesbian discourse is 
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generally more supportive of the scientific theories of the 

hegemony than its public policy. 

Furthermore, the use of military metaphors constitutes a 

point of intersection between the hegemonic and the 

gay/lesbian discourses. As Sherry notes (in Murphy and 

Poirier 1993: 43), the journalist Randy Shilts, who was 

openly gay and HIV-positive, depends heavily on such dramatic 

language in his critical account of the first five years of 

the epidemic entitled And the Band Played On (1987). Section 

titles within this book include: "Ambush Poppers"; "Enemy 

Time"; "Patient Zero"; "Battle Lines"; and "The War" 

(Shilts 1987). However, activists such as Shilts draw "less 

on war or World War II in a generalized sense than on the 

Nazi Holocaust and nuclear holocaust in particular - that is, 

on the record or prospects of mass death or 'omnicide', 

phenomena associated with modern warfare but not precisely 

equivalent to it" (Sherry in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 41). 

For example, in And the Band Played On (1987) Shilts 

reconstructs (based on extensive interviews) the reflections 

of activist Larry Kramer during a trip to Germany in 1983. 

While touring the former concentration camp of Dachau, Kramer 

"knew exactly how the Nazis could kill for eight years 

without anyone doing anything. Nobody cared. That was what 

was happening with AIDS. People were dying and nobody cared" 

(Shilts 1987: 358). This "holocaust language" (Sherry in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993: 41) resists turning the war on AIDS 
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metaphor is mutated via implicit or explicit references to 

Nazism so as to highlight the government's responsibility for 

the death of gays. By pointing to the government's 

culpability, this activist discourse effectively turns a 

hegemonic trope on its head, using it to invalidate hegemonic 

ideology. Reflective of Gramscian tenets, this strategy 

represents a counter-hegemonic incorporation of elements of 

the hegemonic discourse; crucially, this incorporation 

serves oppositional ends. 

Internal conflict between radical and more moderate 

elements within the gay/lesbian discourse can also be 

discerned; just as any hegemony is not wholly unitary, 

neither, it appears, is any counter-hegemony. The ad hoc, 

action-oriented group ACT UP frequently views GMHC as overly 

complicitous with and uncritical of the establishment. In 

the words of Larry Kramer, founder of ACT UP: "[GMHC has] 

often been part of the problem, buying into the mainstream 

viewpont that if we are patient, good little dying boys and 

girls, the system will take care of us. I'm sure every 

client would prefer GMHC to use their money and their 

energies on keeping him/her alive rather than helping him/her 

die in peace" (The Village Voice, June 27, 1989). This 

conflict is due to the fundamental difference in orientation 

of the two organizations; GMHC's "self-help"model favors 

service and education while the radical activist ACT UP 
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focuses on goverment responsibility over personal 

responsibility. 

Internal conflict within the gay activist discourse on 

AIDS also obtains in varying attitudes towards the sexually 

promiscuous bathhouse culture that provided the initial locus 

of the rapid spread of the disease. Whereas the hegemonic 

discourse, as we have seen, has typically indicted this 

behavior of certain gay people (which has frequently been 

glossed as a unitary "gay lifestyle"), "a crucial issue for 

gay writers is how to recollect the pleasure principle that 

allowed urban gay communities to become a breeding ground for 

the AIDS virus" (Clum in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 201). Gay 

authors, writing both fictional and non-fictional accounts, 

have come to terms with this "lost past" (Clum in Murphy and 

Poirier 1993: 201) in a variety of ways. 

One strategy is that of Paul Monette who, in Borrowed 

Time (1988), his memoir of caring for his dying lover, looks 

to this comfortable and carefree past with melancholy and 

longing, but without guilt. As he describes a friend who was 

diagnosed in the early eighties: 

"Cesar wasn't lucky in matters of the heart...He always 
wanted a great love, but the couple of relationships 
he'd been involved in scarcely left the station. 
Still, he was very proud and indulged in no self-pity. 
He learned to accept the limited terms of the once-a-
week relations he found in San Francisco, and broke 
through to the freedom of his own manhood without the 
mythic partner. The open sexual exultation that marked 
San Francisco in those days was something he rejoiced 
in" (Monette 1988: 7). 
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In regard to his own sexual behavior within a long-term 

intimate relationship: 

"I realize that in the world of the heterosexual there 
is a generalized lip service paid to exclusive 
monogamy, a notion most vividly honored in the 
breach. I leave the matter of morality to those with 
the gift of tongues; it was difficult enough for us to 
fashion a sexual ethics just for us...I was the one 
who would go after a sexual encounter as if it were an 
ice cream cone - casual, quick, good-bye...But as I 
say, who's counting?" (Monette 1988: 5). 

Other writers, such as James Miller, author of "Dante on 

Fire Island: Reinventing Heaven in the AIDS Elegy" (in 

Murphy and Poirier 1993), make sense of this past through the 

detour of classical literature. An academic's solution to a 

moral dilemma, Miller's essay legitimates the carefree 

sexuality of post-Stonewall Fire Island by locating its roots 

in Dante's Purgatorio. 

"Here was invented, if not the idea of sexual identity 
itself, then surely the notion of diverse sexualities 
working together toward a common goal of social 
integration...The two companies literally dance out 
their sexual differences by orienting themselves in 
opposing revolutions about the summit; yet their 
dynamic opposition proves to be only an apparent 
conflict, a temporary separation, for it periodically 
leads them all back into a brief but harmonious moment 
of communion across the sexualities, a tentative but 
mutually fortifying embrace" (Miller in Murphy and 
Poirier 1993: 282-3). 

This represents an effort to forge "new links to the past" 

(Clum in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 208) by crafting an 

analysis that highlights the communitarian and spiritual 

benefits of unconventional sexual behavior. 
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These attitudes of unapologetic nostalgia and 

celebratory, albeit wistful, memories are not pervasive 

within gay writing, however. As Miller discusses, some gay 

writers have condemned this culture of casual, anonymous sex. 

Surprisingly, one of the most vehement moralizers has been 

the activist Larry Kramer. "What made Kramer's novel Faggots 

so controversial was not its thunderous revelation that Fire 

Island was really hell - everyone in the know was perversely 

proud of that back then - but rather his Old testament 

moralizations on fucking the trash on the beach and fisting 

the meat on the rack" (Miller in Murphy and Poirier 1993: 

270). Moreover, a character in Kramer's acclaimed play The 

Normal Heart laments that "Being defined by our cocks is 

literally killing us" (Kramer quoted in Miller in Murphy and 

Poirier 1993: 271). 

Thus, writers who openly define themselves as gay and 

write primarily from a gay male point of view have not 

achieved a consensus regarding a moral evaluation of post-

Stonewall gay promiscuity. Writers such as Monette and 

Miller clearly offer an alternative perspective to to the 

media's indictment of the promiscuity of a certain segment of 

American gay men by pointing to the social and personal 

benefits of such behavior. Other writers, equally gay-

identified and politically progressive, condemn this same 

subculture. Interestingly, Larry Kramer, one of the more 

vocal critics of anonymous gay sex is also one of the most 
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outspoken activists critical of the government's response to 

the AIDS crisis. It is evident, firstly, that this 

gay/lesbian counter-hegemonic discourse is internally divided 

to some extent. Secondly, what I have defined as a counter-

hegemonic discourse, while largely oppositional to the 

hegemonic discourse on AIDS, may intersect with hegemonic 

ideals at certain points. 
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The Liberal Press 

Another alternative perspective on AIDS is provided by 

the liberal press more generally; I have used The Village 

Voice and Spin magazine, an alternative music monthly, as 

representatives of this discursive strain. Since these 

periodicals are not published by or directed towards gays 

exclusively, I have separated them from the gay press. 

However, like the gay press, The Voice and Spin target 

specialty audiences and have relatively small circulations. 

The Voice, with a circulation of 150,000, is characterized by 

its progressive political views and caters to an audience of 

educated, primarily urban, readers. As Katz and Sternberg 

Katz (1992) note, it combines "in-depth" coverage "of 

American culture from a New York City viewpoint" written in a 

"crusading tone" with "the latest, from gossip about national 

personalities to countless columns on everything from dance 

and film to food and books". Spin, also with a circulation 

of 150,000, caters to young, college-educated Americans and 

"[sjeeks to emulate the stylishness and intelligent coverage 

(of politics, society, and the arts as well as music) 

exemplified by Rolling Stone", covering 

"alternative/postmodern styles" of music "particularly well" 

(Katz and Sternberg Katz 1992). 

This literature shares several of the previous group's 

tenets, with some additional features. Also, the style of 
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writing is different; the Voice features more editorializing, 

more personal accounts and personalized views on AIDS, 

conveyed in its characteristically provocative, and often 

impassioned, tone. Like the gay/lesbian press, these non-

mainstream publications are notable for their continual, in-

depth coverage of AIDS. Although, as Kinsella notes (1989: 

96), major news magazines have, over the course of the 

eighties, expanded their coverage of AIDS, it is still not 

comparable to the attention devoted to the disease within the 

liberal press. The Village Voice has a regular column, "The 

Age of AIDS" and frequent in-depth feature articles, covering 

all aspects of the disease from progress reports on new 

research, to discussions of the political underpinnings of 

AIDS treatment and research, to critiques of the governmental 

response to the crisis. Spin has monthly articles under the 

heading "AIDS: Words from the Front" which present cutting-

edge and alternative perspectives on the disease. Thus, the 

liberal press shares the gay/lesbian community's conviction 

that silence equals death. 

In terms of specific discursive features, the liberal 

press tends towards a certain degree of self-reflexivity and 

self-criticism, a stance never adopted within the hegemonic 

discourse. For example, Nat Hentoff admits that the "... 

Voice has paid much more attention to AIDS in relation to gay 

white males than it has to those other people who are also at 
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great risk but have few support organizations (The Village 

Voice, Feb. 27, 1990). 

As his comment implies, however, the liberal press is 

more cognizant of the fact that AIDS particularly affects the 

most marginalized, disenfranchised groups of American society 

- blacks, Hispanics, drug users, the poor. It is their 

mission to uncover all aspects of AIDS discrimination and 

bias. Articles in the Voice (i.e., March 10, 1987; Feb. 27, 

1990) are concerned with the prevalence of the virus among 

NYC's black community, while Spin articles reveal the impact 

of AIDS on previously neglected groups such as women and 

teenagers. Yet the liberal press is, at the same time, 

critical of the theoretical notion of "risk groups". Not 

only is this concept a vehicle for discrimination, it is also 

compartmentalizing, discouraging real solidarity among those 

in different "risk groups". As Nat Hentoff notes (The 

Village Voice, Feb. 27, 1990), those who bear "intersecting 

stigmas" face a double prejudice and are interstitial figures 

even within the community of PWA's. Moreover, there exists 

an internal hierarchy among these stigmatized groups, with 

drug users, especially those of color, commonly occupying the 

lowest echelon. "There is no annual parade of drug users 

down Fifth Avenue, no press that circulates among them" 

(Richard Goldstein in the Village Voice, Dec. 29, 1987). A 

negative consequence of such compartmentalizing is the fact 

that drug users are regularly denied access to experimental 
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drug trials (The Village Voice. April 23, 1991). Discourse 

about AIDS, according to this liberal voice, should move away 

from a myopic focus on "risk groups" to understand the 

commonality shared by all people with AIDS. Such an interest 

in the complex social meaning of the disease is typical of 

the Voice. 

Another linchpin of the liberal discourse is an interest 

in disputing the widely accepted HIV hypothesis. The 

recurrent theme of "multifactoralism" is clearly counter-

hegemonic for it directly challenges the government's line 

that insists that HIV is the sole cause of AIDS. Instead, 

magazines like Spin support the idea that "co-factors", 

additional infectious agents such as CMV (cytomegalovirus) or 

EBV (Epstein-Barr virus), act in concert with HIV to 

precipitate AIDS. Spin devotes coverage to a number of 

alternative theories that are circulating on the outskirts of 

the medical community. For example, Dr. George Pieczenik 

believes there are several different strains of HIV, some 

harmless and others deadly (Spin, May 1992). Dr. Joseph 

Sonnabend is the most vocal proponent of the theory that 

cytomegalovirus (CMV) is as harmful to the immune systems of 

AIDS patients as is HIV (Spin, Aug. 1992). Dr. Peter 

Duesberg, who is vehemently criticized by The Advocate's 

columnist Delaney, and who believes HIV to be unrelated to 

AIDS, is regularly discussed in Spin (e.g., Jan. 1992). Such 

theories are rarely mentioned in the mainstream discourse and 
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when they are, they are presented more as novelties than as 

credible theories, a stance which clearly differs from their 

presentation in the liberal discourse. Spin claims that the 

pervasiveness of the HIV hypothesis is destructive, for it 

discourages people from researching co-factors, alternate 

modes of transmission and experimental treatments. For them, 

the dominance of this theory effectively closes the discourse 

on AIDS; this is proof that, in the eyes of the liberal 

press at least, the HIV hypothesis and the medical 

establishment are indeed hegemonic. Despite the broad nature 

of this counter-hegemonic coverage, however, there has been a 

dearth of information, within all these discourses, regarding 

lesbians and AIDS. They are only mentioned in passing; there 

are no CDC statistics presented on the extent of AIDS within 

this community, and few feature articles. Although lesbians 

are represented among the "victims", and are able to transmit 

the virus among each other, this fact is rarely attended to. 

This issue of co-factoralism and the non-HIV hypothesis 

highlights a significant disparity between the gay/lesbian 

discourse and that of the liberal press. Spin is far more 

sympathetic to these altenate theories than is The Advocate. 

In fact, Spin presents Duesberg as a highly credible critic 

of the medical establishment, while Delaney in The Advocate 

dismissses him as a charlatan and a bigot. This disparity is 

revealed by the juxtaposition of a quote from each 

publication. According to Spin (Jan. 1992): "The truth is 
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the medical establishment doesn't know, finally, how 

significant HIV's role is in the development of AIDS. Our 

government and health agencies don't challenge the HIV 

hypothesis and resist independent challenges; as a result we 

have all our eggs placed for us in one, shaky basket." In 

contrast, Delaney says (The Advocate, June 30, 1992): "the 

answer to...the question...Is HIV the cause, the trigger, the 

necessary starting ingredient of AIDS?...is an absolute and 

resounding yes." This opposition stands as another 

justification for categorizing the gay/lesbian discourse and 

the liberal discourse as separate counter-hegemonic trends. 

Although the gay press is not necessarily dismissive of all 

alternative theories and does admit the possibility of co-

factors, it is, in The Advocate at least, summarily 

dismissive of Duesberg's non-HIV hypothesis. The reason for 

this is the fact that a lifestyle critique of gay men and 

drug users is inherent in Duesberg's argument, as will be 

discussed below. As Delaney says: "Gay people and people of 

color should listen very carefully to what Duesberg and his 

supportes say. He argues that AIDS is the result of a chosen 

life-style - a behavioral problem of drug abuse, sexual 

promiscuity, and overuse of antibiotics to combat venereal 

disease." /The Advocate, June 30, 1992). Thus, the 

homophobia central to this non-HIV hypothesis is more at 

issue for the gay/lesbian press than is a critique of the 

medical establishment. In the realm of scientific theory, 
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then, the gay/lesbian discourse is far more accepting of the 

tenets of the medical establishment than is the liberal 

press. These ideologies have important ramifications 

regarding treatment options. Spin tends to be more sharply 

critical of accepted pharmaceutical treatments, such as AZT, 

while The Advocate regards the drug as an efficacious 

treatment and prophylactic. According to Spin (Jan., 1992): 

" In the virtually medieval-simplistic equation of AIDS 

treatment, HIV equals AZT, and AZT does demonstrably more 

damage than HIV has ever been proven to." A counterpoint is 

provided by Delaney (The Advocate, March 10, 1992) who says: 

"For all its flaws, AZT has turned out to be more effective -

and probably less toxic - than originally believed." It can 

be surmised that The Advocate adopts a more realistic and 

pragmatic attitude towards AZT since they are directly 

addressing people with the disease. For the ill, abstract 

theoretical criticism doesn't get very far. 

As with the gay/lesbian press, the liberal press 

displays several points of consonance with the hegemony. 

Firstly, both are interested in casting blame for the AIDS 

crisis, although this blame is directed at different targets. 

Liberal activists assign blame not to PWA's for their 

lifestyle or blanketly to the groups most affected, but to 

the U.S. government, pharmaceutical companies and 

institutions such as the Catholic Church. Polemic is a 

feature of both the hegemony and the counter-hegemony. Larry 
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Kramer asserts that Americans have been "killed by" a "church 

who condemn[s] people at risk for AIDS" and "a president who 

ignores the recommendations of the National AIDS Commission 

and instead tells people to simply 'change their behavior'" 

(ACT UP leaflet). A Voice editorial says: "The cardinal 

deals death when he lies about AIDS prevention" and condemns 

Cardinal O'Connor for his stand against safe -sex education 

in schools (The Village Voice. Dec. 26, 1989). 

Furthermore, the theme of the "banality" of AIDS can 

either be emphasized or minimized by the liberal press, as it 

becoming more prevalent within the popular discourse. 

However, this claim has different subtexts depending on the 

speaker. The stance that AIDS doesn't discriminate, and can 

strike anyone, is used by GMHC to rail against the 

discriminatory "risk groups" notion and to insist that AIDS 

is not a disease of groups, but of behaviors - not a disease 

of "others" but of "us". However, when adopted by the 

hegemony, it can become a way of absolving the government 

from responsibility for deep-rooted social problems, such as 

endemic inner-city poverty, which, by driving people to drug 

use and depriving them of adequate health care, predisposes 

certain groups to become targets of AIDS. The fact remains 

that AIDS does discriminate for sociological reasons the 

hegemony is loathe to admit. Likewise, the opposite stance 

that constructs AIDS as an affliction of particular minority 

groups can also serve different ideologies. As used by the 
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liberal press, it becomes a way to focus on the fact that 

AIDS highlights underlying social ills and preys upon already 

marginalized populations. Such a focus on the sociological 

aspects of the disease avoids casting blame on the "victims"; 

these groups are not "vectors" of disease, but alienated and 

neglected by the hegemony. When adopted by the hegemony, 

this "risk groups" rhetoric becomes an excuse for 

discrimination and for categorizing AIDS as a disease of 

deviant "others". This has the effect of supporting 

traditional social norms by means of negative example. 

In addition, both the hegemony and the counter-

hegemonies believe the government should be proactive to some 

extent. The government should respond in some manner to the 

AIDS crisis, whether through education and increased spending 

or via repressive legal measures. 

These points of consonance between the hegemonic and 

counter-hegemonic discourses are relevant to Gramscian 

theory. As Gramsci made clear, a counter-hegemony is never 

wholly novel, but is necessarily constructed from the 

hegemony. This is not to imply that a counter-hegemony is 

not subversive, however, for hegemonic ideologies are not 

completely naturalized and embodied. Rather, elements of the 

hegemony can be utilized to legitimize revolutionary 

movements. What appears superficially to be a ratification 

of the status quo may, in fact, be counter-hegemonic. As 

Stuart Hall explains, with regard to Gramscian theory, "It is 
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not the individual elements of a discourse that have 

political or ideological connotations, it is always how those 

elements are organized together in a new discursive 

formation" (Hall?: 55). 

Finally, both the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

discourses represent the language and ideology of 

"intellectuals", to use Gramsci's term, - people who speak 

for the masses. Importantly, none of these discourses 

represents the voices of the working-class, but those of the 

educated middle-class. Generally, even in the liberal and 

gay/lesbian press, the voices I have been discussing have 

been for and about PWA's but not those of the afflicted 

themselves. If the opinions of PWA's are represented 

directly, it has typically been gay white men who have been 

heard, while the voice of drug users, women and minorities 

with the disease remain silent. Gramsci captures this aspect 

of both hegemonies and counter-hegemonies in his 

conceptualization of "intellectuals", those members of each 

class who "give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own 

function" (Gramsci in Forgacs 1988: 301). 
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A Non-HIV Hypothesis 

Another counter-hegemonic trend is provided by Dr. Peter 

Duesberg's non-HIV hypothesis regarding the etiology of AIDS. 

This scientific theory is clearly counter-hegemonic for it 

counters the virtually unquestioned testimony of the U.S. 

medical establishment and government which insists that HIV 

is indeed the sole cause of AIDS. In addition, Duesberg 

perceives himself to be ostracized by the medical 

establishment as a result of his subversive ideas. As he 

claims in an interview in The Tucson Weekly (Oct. 23, 1991): 

"...he's being shunned. He's lost his funding from the NIH. 

Collegues like Dr. Robert Gallo of NIH storm out of meetings 

when he rises to speak. Others have referred to him as the 

viral equivalent of a flat-earther." 

Moreover, Duesberg counters the military metaphor and 

germophobia at the heart of the hegemonic discourse with a 

"weakened host" hypothesis (McKenzie, 1991: 22). Instead of 

seeing AIDS as a disease caused by a minute, yet powerful, 

invader, Duesberg attributes the sickness to an immune system 

enfeebled by years of stress. In his own words: "The 

psychoactive drugs, like cocaine or heroin, they are 

immunosuppressive, because you don't eat, they keep you up. 

And if you're on a budget, if you're really addicted, you 

cannot buy food anymore, you cannot feed yourself anymore, 

you essentially are subjected to protein and vitamin 
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malnutrition, because you end up eating junk food. And then 

if it gets further, you cannot pay the rent anymore, you 

sleep on the street, and then you end up with pneumonia" 

(Tucson Weekly, Oct. 23, 1991). This overload theory is even 

more potentially discriminatory than the hegemonic line in 

its blatant indictment of the lifestyle of PWA's. According 

to Duesberg, they are merely experiencing payback for a life 

of hedonism and self-destruction. Whereas the medical 

establishment and mainstream media have moved in the 

direction of asserting, often over-zealously, that AIDS 

doesn't discriminate, but will soon devastate the population 

at large, Duesberg maintains that AIDS is a scourge of 

"others". Thus he upholds the original hegemonic notion of 

"risk groups" and provides putatively scientific 

justification for the continued stigmatization of allegedly 

deviant categories of people. As he says, "If you want to 

understand AIDS, you have to look at something that happens 

to these very restricted groups, something they are doing..." 

AIDS has hit the gay population especially hard because those 

homosexuals "who frequent bathhouses and have these large 

numbers of sexual contacts, are the ones who are using the 

drugs" (Tucson Weekly, Oct. 23, 1991). 

Another counter-hegemonic aspect of this theory is 

Duesberg's assertion that AIDS, being unrelated to the HIV 

virus, is not spread via sexual contact. This conviction 

prompts Duesberg to deny the efficacy of safe-sex practices 
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or the use of sterilized needles to inject drugs. In fact, 

Duesberg accuses Surgeon General Koop of adopting an overly 

liberal stance on sex education, for "Now they're almost 

encouraged to do it" (Tucson Weekly, Oct. 23, 1991). 

Duesberg's hypothesis is objectionable on several 

grounds. Firstly, he clothes AIDS with moral issues; he 

"blames the victim" by implying that those who act against 

societal norms must expect to suffer the consequences. Thus, 

he maintains the destructive "us vs. them" tenor of the 

hegemonic rhetoric in even more vitriolic form. Secondly, 

his theory allows people who perceive themselves as "normals" 

to enjoy a false sense of security, believing themselves to 

be immune to the disease that strikes only those with 

"spoiled identities" (Goffman 1963). Thirdly, he refutes the 

efficacy of AZT, a treatment that has been conclusively found 

to prolong the lives of some AIDS patients (McKenzie 1991: 

61). Finally, Duesberg brings metaphors of hygiene and 

pollution to the forefront of his AIDS discourse. Risk 

groups are killing themselves by subjecting their bodies to 

repeated infections and STD's. Thus, through the creation of 

a distinctly counter-hegemonic scientific hypothesis, 

Duesberg is able to underscore distinctly hegemonic themes 

regarding the social and moral dimension of AIDS. 

Although the other alternative scientific hypotheses 

discussed above (i.e., multifactoralism) avoid Duesberg's 

overt moralizing, they too can be found to contain certain 
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stereotypical, negative characterizations of those infected 

with HIV. For example, a component of Dr. Joseph Sonnabend's 

co-factor theory is the idea that gays, assumed to be 

promiscuous, are especially vulnerable because excessive 

exposure to semen acts as an immunosuppressant. 
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The Catholic Church's Views on AIDS 

AIDS discourse within the Catholic Church, as 

represented by statements issued from the National Conference 

of Catholic Bishops (1987 and 1989), achieves its own 

articulation of both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic themes. 

It shares with the hegemonic discourse the theme of 

erotophobia, although its anti-promiscuity stance is even 

more programmatic, in keeping with the Catholic cosmology and 

moral code. This voice unwaveringly insists that "[h]uman 

sexuality, as we understand this gift from God, is to be 

genitally expressed only in a monogamous, heterosexual 

relationship of lasting fidelity in marriage" (The Many Faces 

of AIDS; A Gospel Response, 1987). The notion of the virtue 

of chastity is central. Educational programs should "stress 

the importance of chastity and the power of God's love which 

enables us to live a chaste life." Moreover, caretakers 

should "invite a patient at risk, or one who has already been 

exposed to the disease, to live a chaste life" (ibid). Drug 

use is likewise condemned. According to the National 

Conference of Catholic Bishops (1989) one of the primary 

obstacles in the fight against AIDS is the fact that "Self-

abusive behavior through drug abuse and sexual promiscuity 

continues in this country." Although this moralizing is more 

overt, it is not of a different kind than that expressed by 

the hegemonic discourse. Additionally, it is the Catholic 
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assumption that homosexuality, at least when expressed 

behaviorally, is immoral. "[I]t is a matter of grave concern 

that, while many homosexual persons may be making changes in 

specific sexual practices in response to HIV/AIDS, fewer may 

be choosing to live chaste lives...heterosexuality is 

normative. While homosexual inclination is itself not a sin, 

neither is homosexual activity 'a morally acceptable 

option'". While this viewpoint is, of course, never 

explicitly stated by the government or the mainstream press, 

homophobia is, most assuredly, a subtext of the hegemonic 

discourse. 

Despite these conservative tendencies, however, the 

Catholic discourse does share some of the fundamental tenets 

of the counter-hegemonies. Since compassion is a primary 

teaching of the Catholic faith, the Church advocates empathy 

for peope with AIDS, "....we have a responsibility to stand 

in solidarity with and reach out with compassion and 

understanding to those exposed to or experiencing this 

disease. We must provide spiritual and pastoral care as well 

as medical and social services for them and support for their 

families and friends" (The Many Faces of AIDS, 1987). Thus, 

much like the gay/lesbian and the liberal press, this 

Catholic voice is vehemently opposed to discrimination 

against the suffering. However, this notion of compassion is 

barbed largesse, for its prerequisite is "forgiveness", a 

notion which holds that the sick have done something wrong to 
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incur their illness. The statement of the U.S. Catholic 

Conference (1987) advises Catholics to treat PWA's in the 

same manner as the father received his prodigal son in the 

biblical parable. 

Another point of consonance between the Catholic 

discourse and that of the gay/lesbian and liberal press is a 

stress on the need for progressive measures to rectify the 

underlying social ills that have exacerbated the AIDS crisis, 

especially among certain disenfranchised groups. It is the 

Church's rationalization that "When people think their lives 

devoid of meaning, or when they find themselves in oppressive 

and despair-inducing poverty, they may turn to drugs or reach 

out for short-term physical intimacy...to escape the harsh 

conditions in which they live" (The Many Faces of AIDS, 

1987). Not only does the Church believe the government 

should be proactive in attacking poverty, it also suports 

voluntary, anonymous HIV testing and firm anti-discrimination 

and privacy laws. 

The area in which the Catholic Church maintains an 

extremely conservative stance, and where its discourse 

diverges from both the hegemony and the gay/lesbian and 

liberal counter-hegemonies, surrounds the issue of safer-sex 

and condom use. According to the bulletin of the National 

Conference of Catholic Bishpos (1989), "The 'safe-sex' 

approach...can lead to promiscuous sexual behavior 

[and]...advocating this approach means, in effect, promoting 
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behavior that is morally unacceptable." As do most of the 

detractors of safer-sex, this discourse tends to exaggerate 

the failure rate of condoms in an effort to strengthen its 

argument. 

In conclusion, the presentation of this Catholic 

discourse supports the Gramscian contention that counter-

hegemonic themes are not necessarily newly invented, but it 

is their articulation that is revolutionary. It is this 

unique articulation of themes that legitimizes the 

characterization of Catholic discourse as counter-hegemonic. 

Moreover, separate counter-hegemonic trends can be 

oppositional and agonistic in relation to each other; there 

is the possibility for not just one counter-hegemony, but 

several, which pull in different directions. As has been 

shown, the Catholic discourse opposes that of the gay/lesbian 

and liberal press in fundamental ways. Finally, as Patton 

notes (1985: 89), conservative discourse on AIDS often serves 

the ironic function of opening up discourse on "forbidden" 

topics. Although it condemns promiscuity and homosexual 

activity, merely by discussing it, the Catholic Church is 

bringing these issues to the forefront of the American 

consciousness. This parallels the Foucauldian assertion that 

the Victorian era, popularly conceived as a time of great 

sexual repression, was in fact an era that experienced an 

"explosion" of discourse about sex (Foucault 1978). 
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CONCLUSION 

Changing Hegemony 

Over the course of the 1980's, the hegemonic discourse 

has undergone some thematic shifts. Non-HIV hypotheses have 

garnered some recent mainstram exposure, as evidenced by a 

Nov. 1992 article in Details, a men's fashion and lifestyle 

magazine. This article focuses on Dr. Jeffrey Laurence, who 

claims to have discovered a sizeable number of AIDS cases in 

people with no antibodies to HIV, and characterizes its 

subject as a maverick hero, hard-working and bold. 

The sexism of the standard AIDS diagnostic definition 

has also begun to be rectified; the CDC has just added two 

typically female opportunistic infections to its roster of 

AIDS symptoms. 

Most noticably, there has been an explosion of 

discussion in the mainstream press about the issue of the 

heterosexual spread of the disease, prompted, in large part, 

by Magic Johnson's 1991 announcement of his seropositive 

status. Despite the amount of press devoted to this issue, 

there is a continuing disparity in reports of the 

heterosexual spread of AIDS. Will AIDS soon infect the 

population at large, becoming a self-sustaining phenomenon 

spread via hetrosexual contact no longer dependant on the 

"vectors" of prostitutes, bisexual men and needle users, or 

will new cases still predominate among the old "risk groups"? 

No consensus has been reached, for as mentioned previously, 
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the hegemony can adopt one of two conflicting arguments. 

Deft manipulation of statistics can make either argument 

appear probable. 

One side of the issue is presented by John Leo in U.S. 

News and World Report (Jan. 17, 1994) who upholds the notion 

that AIDS is still primarily confined to "risk groups", 

despite solid evidence that vaginal sex is a mode of 

transmission. He argues: "propagandizing the whole nation 

about condom use is a stupefyingly ineffective way to fight 

AIDS. Hunters rarely succeed by spraying shotgun pellets 

randomly in all directions all day. It's usually better to 

aim directly at the duck. In this case, the duck is the 

relatively small, high-risk populations who engage in anal 

sex or intravenous drug use" (U.S. News, Jan. 17, 1994: 19). 

Although Newsweek (March 21, 1994) reports that "gay men 

account for fewer than half of the nation's new AIDS cases", 

Leo insists that governmental measures to halt the spread of 

the disease should target this group. Similar ideas are 

presented in a polemical tone in Michael Fumento's The Myth 

of Heterosexual AIDS (1990), a book distributed in part by 

Young America's Foundation, a conservative group aimed at 

college students.6 It is Fumento's thesis that the 

6AS clear evidence of this group's political stance, consider this excerpt from their 
statement of purpose: "Only recently has 'political correctness' become a popular 
term, but is has been a problem for more than a decade. And Young America's 
foundation has fought it every step of the way...We believe that students have a 
Constitutionally protected right to challenge leftist orthodoxies on campus" (from 
Young America's Foundation bulletin). 
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possibility of an AIDS pandemic within America's heterosexual 

population has been grossly exaggerated by the hype-hungry 

media. "AIDS terrorists" (Fumento 1990: xxv), including gay 

lobbyists and liberal Democrats, have , in his opinion, 

manufactured this myth and perpetuated a destructive alarmism 

in order to mobilize a rash expenditure of funds. His 

counter-arguments are motivated by the desire to reduce this 

financial profligacy and direct funds towards research on 

other diseases, such as cancer, that affect a greater number 

of Americans. 

The opposing argument is also sustained within the 

hegemonic discourse. Newsweek (March 21, 1994) claims that 

"heterosexual AIDS is no myth". Although the emphasis on 

heterosexual AIDS has often been melodramatic (e.g., 

Newsweek, March 14, 1988), it does represent a growing 

awareness that AIDS is not a disease of "others". As 

knowledge about the disease has expanded and hysteria has 

calmed somewhat, there has been a greater focus on "risk 

behavior" versus "risk groups". For example, a 1988 bulletin 

published by the surgeon general's office states, "Many 

people feel that only certain 'high risk groups' of people 

are infected by the AIDS virus. This is untrue. Who you 

are has nothing to do with whether you are in danger of being 

infected with the AIDS virus. What matters is what you do " 

(italics in original). 
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Similarly, this literature evinces a growing recognition 

of the need to protect the ill and HIV positive from 

discrimination via policies of mandatory testing or 

quarantine. Thus, elements central to certain counter-

hegemonic discourses have been assimilated by the hegemony; 

it is not clear, however, whether this represents a true 

"passive revolution" by "intellectuals" in the Gramscian 

sense. As we have seen in relation to the issue of the 

"banality" of AIDS, a single ideology can serve different 

purposes. There is also the possibility, as with the NCA 

literature, that these words are nothing more than rhetoric. 

Moreover, the linchpins of the hegemonic discourse remain 

intact. As interviews with the new surgeon general and other 

government officials attest, the HIV hypothesis still stands 

as the dominant ideology. The words of the medical 

establishment are too often seen as "holy writ" by the 

mainstream press (Kinsella, 1989:118). 

Recent press in the New York Times (an editorial and 

several letters in response) points to the emergence of 

another distinct counter-hegemonic discourse - the conspiracy 

theory of AIDS that prevails in certain segments of the black 

community. According to a New York Times/WCBS-TV News poll 

in 1990, this theory is glossed as the belief that the AIDS 

virus was "deliberately created in a laboratory in order to 

infect black people" (N.Y. Times, May 12, 1992: A22). The 

availabilty of more detailed information on this theory is 
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scarce in the print media. Conspiracy theory proponents, 

being distrustful of the media's representation of AIDS, are 

not likely to print their highly controversial ideas in 

mainstream publications. Also, many holders of these beliefs 

are poor, urban blacks, disenfranchised minorities with no 

access to media sources of power. Such factors make a full 

discussion of this provocative counter-hegemonic trend 

difficult. 

The hegemonic line, as represented by the N.Y. Times 

editors, labels conspiracy theories "bizarre" and bemoans the 

"astonishing" number of blacks - variously polled as between 

10 and 35% of the nation's black population - who subscribe 

to such ideas, while simultaneously insisting that these 

suspicions must be dispelled so that blacks with AIDS will 

seek medical treatment and blacks in general will adopt 

safer-sex practices (N.Y. Times, May 12, 1992: A22). The 

editors reveal their unquestioning support of the 

government's HIV definition of AIDS and advocacy of AZT 

treatment in the following passage. "Worse yet, the 

treatments and preventatives against AIDS have become 

suspect. Some blacks believe that AZT...is a plot to poison 

them...that campaigns urging use of condoms, the best way to 

prevent sexual transmission, are a scheme to reduce the 

number of black babies..." (N.Y. Times. May 12, 1992: A22). 

They invalidate radically counter-hegemonic ideas by adopting 
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seemingly liberal, yet paternalistic attitudes. They claim: 

"No programs [to combat AIDS among blacks], even if well 

financed, will succeed without a change in attitudes ... [a] 

failure to treat and prevent AIDS among minorities: That 

would be the true genocide" (N.Y. Times. May 12, 1992: A22). 

Thus, disabusing blacks of their supposedly wildly erroneous 

notions becomes a necessary step in aiding these communities. 

Although a direct presentation of an opposing viewpoint 

is absent, it is possible to glean the tenor of the 

controversy from the responses to this editorial written by 

black community leaders who aim to speak as representatives 

for disenfranchised blacks. These respondents, all of whom 

deny personal ascription to conspiracy ideas, but who 

sympathize with those who do hold such beliefs, point to the 

history of black oppression in the U.S. as an explanation for 

this widespread "paranoia" (N.Y. Times, May 12, 1992: A22). 

Criticizing the editors' dismissal of conspiracy theories as 

"bizarre", Henry C. Chinn, the associate director of career 

planning, CUNY Law School at Queen's College, points to the 

devastating Tuskegee syphillis experiments of the 1930's, in 

which blacks with syphillis were denied treatment so that 

researchers could observe the later stages of the disease, as 

a precedent for the government's malicious disinterest in the 

health of Black Americans (N.Y. Times, May 29, 1992: A28). 

William Howard, president of the New York Theological 
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Seminary, refers to the notorious Rodney King trial as a 

more recent example of the governmentally-tolerated racism 

that fosters profound distrust within the black community. 

He astutely argues that "[e]fforts to correct beliefs about 

the origins of the disease are, in my view, both futile and 

unnecessary" (N.Y. Times, May 29, 1992: A28). As he implies, 

the editorial attempts to justify the supression of counter-

hegemonic discourse on public-health grounds. 

From what these letters reveal about the conspiracy 

theory of AIDS, it is apparent that it represents a truly 

counter-hegemonic voice within the discourse on AIDS. Not 

only does a conspiracy theory adopt an extremely cynical 

interpretation of governmental motives, it also conveys a 

disbelief in both the HIV hypothesis and the efficacy of the 

touted AZT treatment. However, these ideas remain confined 

to a minority of the Black American population and have 

gained virtually no exposure in mainstream or readily-

available specialty publications, a fact which is reflective 

of the disenfranchised status of the blacks who hold such 

views. 

Although I have criticized Gramsci's location of 

counter-hegemonic tension in class interests, this particular 

counter-hegemonic discourse is probably a lower-class 

phenomenon to some extent. However, more importantly, it is 

a racially-based oppositional discourse that cannot be 

reduced to class. The fact that conspiracy theories are seen 
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as credible (although not adopted by) certain black community 

leaders who are not themselves members of the working-class 

presents a further complication. Should Mr. Howard and Mr. 

Chinn be considered organic intellectuals speaking for the 

working class? Such an interpretation is problematic, since 

they are neither members of the working-class, nor 

representative of working-class interests; although they are 

acting as mediators between a disenfranchised group and 

"traditional" intellectuals, their primary affiliation, as 

expressed in their letters to the N.Y. Times, is to the black 

community. 

In sum, perhaps the only way to fully appreciate the 

nature and prevalence of radical conspiracy theories about 

the origin of AIDS is to speak to people who subscribe to 

them, since these ideas have not achieved, and are not likely 

to gain, a significant voice in the media. 
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Re-Examinina Gramsci 

Much of this paper stands in support of Gramscian 

theory; it is my contention that there is a clear and 

identifiable hegemonic discourse on AIDS. However, Gramscian 

theory appears to be too dichotomizing to accurately portray 

the complexity of AIDS discourse. This dualism is not 

necessarily apparent in all of his writing, which was 

produced in a fragmentary manner, but this is the way in 

which Gramsci's ideas have been commonly interpreted and 

popularized. According to Stuart Hall (?:16): "The 

difficulty is that [Gramsci's model] often continues to be 

described, theoretically, in terms which reduce the 

complexity of its actual social composition to the more 

simple, descriptive terms of a struggle between two, 

apparently, simple and homogenous class blocs." Although 

Gramsci's theory is undoubtedly complex, the dualistic legacy 

of Marx remains a problem for me. This limitation is 

probably inherent in Marxist thinking itself, which has two 

fundamental conceptions of class within industrialized 

society, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, and only two 

significant political states, the capitalist and the 

socialist. Although Gramsci gets away from the crude 

base/superstructure distinction, his conceptualization of 

history remains dualistic (i.e., the working class will 

acheive hegemonic status by overtaking capitalism). Any 
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number of counter-hegemonies are theoretically possible, 

since he sees hegemony as inherently unstable with internal 

conflicting forces (of which there could be any number), but 

he addresses only one. His concept of "passive revolution" 

implies a replacement of one hegemony with another. The 

Comaroffs, who provide a modern interpretation of Gramsci, 

recognize different phases of resistance but do not discuss 

how these forces can pull in different directions (Comaroff 

and Comaroff 1991: 32). This model does not do justice to my 

AIDS data, in which both the processes of opposition to the 

hegemony and the assimilation of hegemonic elements are more 

complex. Firstly, counter-hegemonic forces represent 

centrifugal tension within the sphere of hegemony; resistance 

from several sources trajects in several directions. 

Secondly, these counter-hegemonies are complexly interwoven, 

not only with the hegemony, but with each other. Gramsci 

neglects to analyze the articulation of separate counter-

hegemonies with each other7. 

In this aspect, Foucauldian theory, as expressed in his 

History of Sexuality: An Introduction, may suggest a more 

refined conceptualization of ideological diversity. Firstly, 

7He dismisses "naive" threads of ideological diversity as "common sense" (Gramsci 
1992: 326-43) , claiming that these ideas of the masses haven't yet reached the 
level of sophistication (and, it is implied, unification) necessary to be considered a 
full-fledged counter-hegemony. If we give more weight to what he calls "mere" 
common sense that needs to be codified by intellectuals to become a true counter-
hegemony, perhaps we can see in his theory the seeds of a conceptualization of a 
field of significant ideological relations. However, as I've said, this diversity is 
quite definitely downplayed by Gramsci. 
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power is explicitly processual for Foucault. Like Gramsci, 

Foucault cautions that we "must not assume that the 

sovereignty of the state, the form of law, or the over-all 

unity of a domination are given at the outset" (Foucault 

1978: 92). However, he elaborates this dictum, 

characterizing power as a "multiplicity of force relations" 

(1978: 92) that emanate, not from a single source, but from a 

myriad of intersecting relations (Foucault 1978: 95). Power 

is the "process which, through ceaseless struggles and 

confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses [these 

force relations]" (Foucault 1978: 92; my emphasis). Since 

power is multiplicitous in essence, so too is resistance. 

"[T]here is a plurality of resistances, each of them a 

special case" (Foucault 1978: 96). 

Secondly, discourses themselves, which conjoin power and 

knowledge, are characterized by "tactical polyvalence" 

(Foucault 1978: 100). "[W]e must not imagine", he says, "a 

world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and 

excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the 

dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements 

that can come into play in various strategies" (Foucault 

1978: 100). This acknowledgement of discursive complexity 

represents an advance over Gramscian theory**; however, the 

8Of course, Gramsci doesn't talk about "discourse" per se at all, so this in itself is a 
distinctive aspect of Foucault's work. However, I believe (and have based my 
analysis on this assumption) that a conceptualization of discourse can be used 
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seeds of Foucault's idea seem inherent in Gramsci, emanating 

from the concept of hegemony as containing its own 

contradictions. Foucault emphasizes, however, that "[t]here 

is not, on the one side, a discourse of power, and opposite 

it, another discourse that runs counter to it" (Foucault 

1978: 101). Instead, discourses (and the power/knowledge 

inherent in them)are complex, ever-changing fields of force 

relations. Domination, or resistance, can be an effect of a 

discourse, but it is never stable and unitary; it is always 

diverse and strategical. 

Thus, it is apparent that Foucault avoids the binarism 

implicit in Gramsci's framework. However, at least in this 

work, Foucault is vague about the specific mechanisms of 

power. What exactly are these multiplicitous centers of the 

production of power/knowledge and the nature of their 

relations? He tells us that they are complex, which provides 

a valuable guiding principle, but I have found Gramsci more 

useful, as a heuristic model, in his specific discussion of 

elements of civil society. Perhaps a melding of Foucault's 

recognition of the varied, and often contradictory, character 

of discursive power with Gramsci1s elaboration of the 

moral/ethical dimension of hegemony would be ideal. 

within an overall Gramscian framework without betraying the essence of 
Gramsci's theory. 
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