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Abstract 

 

Destabilizing Science From the Right: The Rhetoric of Heterosexual 

Victimage in the World Heath Organization’s HIV/AIDS Controversy 

 

Ashley Noel Mack, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

 

Supervisor:  Dana L. Cloud 

 
In this project, I am interrogating discourse surrounding the 2008 WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy, which both preceded and followed the publication of an article in the U.K. 

newspaper The Independent. The article reported that the head of the World Health 

Organization’s HIV/AIDS initiative admitted that the threat of an AIDS pandemic among 

heterosexuals was “officially” over. These texts are particularly important for such an 

endeavor because, as I will argue below, the controversy enables both “AIDS” and 

“heterosexuality” to operate as floating signifiers whose meanings are contested in public 

discourse in ways that ultimately reinforce heterosexual privilege and under-attention to 

the AIDS crisis. In the end, the destabilization of the meaning of HIV/AIDS does not 

serve emancipatory ends. Although the destabilization of meaning is the emancipatory 

gesture ‘par excellence’ for the poststructuralist tradition, my investigation shows that the 

destabilization of meaning in the WHO controversy actually results in the reification of 

master narratives.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

During the 2004 Vice-Presidential debates, which aired on October 5th 2004, then 

Vice Presidential candidates Dick Cheney and John Edwards were asked by moderator 

Gwen Ifill what their thoughts were about the growing HIV epidemic among black 

women in the United States. Cheney responded that he “hadn’t heard” of such 

developments, and that he thought that AIDS was under control in the U.S. As he 

explained, “I have not heard those numbers with respect to African- American women. I 

was not aware that it was—that they're in epidemic.”1  Both Cheney and Edwards 

discussed at length the tragedies occurring in Africa—a flagship cause for the Bush 

administration—but neither would discuss the growing HIV infection rates in black 

America, what renowned journalist Jacob Levenson has dubbed “the secret epidemic.”2 

Unfortunately, Cheney’s response is indicative of another growing problem in the United 

States: AIDS is often assumed to have been “cured” here.3  

Obviously, such a gross overstatement is far from a reality. According to the 

Henry J. Kaiser Foundation’s 2007 report, since 2005 HIV infections have been on the 

rise in the United States for the first time since the 1980s, and infection 

disproportionately affects minority populations.4 But such stark statistics have failed to 

penetrate the dominant narrative that in the United States HIV/AIDS is under control. 

Sadly, since the 2004 election little has been done to address the inequities.  
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This, unfortunately, was not the first time that the cultural signification of AIDS 

helped dictate political and social responses to the epidemic. Since its discovery in 1981, 

AIDS has constituted nothing less than a failure of meaning in the domains of race, 

sexuality, and science. As others have suggested, amid growing fear and anxiety about 

the elusiveness of HIV/AIDS during the early 1980s, the public turned to science for 

definitive answers.5 As Cindy Patton explains, it was during this time that science 

became “the master discourse that administers all other discourses about AIDS.”6 As 

uncertainty loomed, the scientific community struggled to catch AIDS’ biological and 

scientific origins as much as the public sought to make sense of its meanings. All that 

was certain was that AIDS was a formidable foe—elusive and malleable in its scientific 

make up and its cultural signification. AIDS had become, as Paula Treichler noted, an 

“epidemic of signification.”7 Cheney’s obliviousness to the rise in HIV infections among 

African American women is one horrific side-effect of Treichler’s “epidemic.” With 

conflicting and contradictory stories circulating about AIDS, it is not surprising that 

policy mistakenly reflects the misinformation that is disseminated (in this case that AIDS 

is under control in the United States).  

Scholarship considering the cultural signification of AIDS has focused primarily 

on highlighting AIDS as a site of multiple and conflicting meanings. While these 

arguments have illuminated the reality that AIDS is a complex site of signification, they 

do not address how complexity operates as a cover for keeping HIV/AIDS ineffable, nor 

how that ineffability has real implications for AIDS research, funding, and prevention. 

Authors such as Treichler often contend that while keeping signifiers, such as “AIDS,” 

free floating has produced many negative significations, we should not attempt to 
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stabilize signification because destabilization is enabling.8 However, as I will argue 

throughout this project, it can actually be disabling. 

In this project, I am interrogating discourse surrounding the 2008 World Health 

Organization’s (WHO) HIV/AIDS controversy, which both preceded and followed the 

publication of an article in the U.K. newspaper The Independent. The article reported that 

the head of the World Health Organization’s HIV/AIDS initiative admitted that the threat 

of an AIDS pandemic among heterosexuals was “officially” over. These texts are 

particularly important for such an endeavor because, as I will argue below, the 

controversy enables both “AIDS” and “heterosexuality” to operate as floating signifiers 

whose meanings are contested in public discourse in ways that ultimately reinforce 

heterosexual privilege and under-attention to the AIDS crisis. In the end, the 

destabilization of the meaning of HIV/AIDS does not serve emancipatory ends. Although 

the destabilization of meaning is the emancipatory gesture ‘par excellence’ for the 

poststructuralist tradition, my investigation shows that the destabilization of meaning in 

the WHO/UNAIDS controversy actually results in the reification of master narratives.  

 Through an analysis of multiple sources that engaged the WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy on a public level we can assemble an amalgamated arch of discourse. My 

multifaceted approached is initially anchored in over 20 news articles and editorials 

reporting the WHO admission from global news publications including: The Independent, 

The Times of London, The New Zealand Herald, The Dallas Morning News, 

FoxNews.com, Marie Claire Magazine, The Daily Mail, The Guardian, The Toronto Star, 

The Globe and Mail, The Indian, The Straight Times of Singapore, The Lancet and Africa 

News. I also purposefully include niche publications such as, Positive Nation, POZ 
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Magazine, LifeSiteNews.com, and the Guerilla News Network, because they speak 

directly to issues not covered in traditional news outlets. I supplement news discourse 

with other important texts including the WHO’s public rebuttals to the controversy, and 

online comments written in response to several of the articles published in major news 

publications. Through this arch we can uncover how scientific knowledge about AIDS is 

used in public forums; how this knowledge circulates; in whose interests it moves; and 

what exactly these paths of circulation tell us about rhetoric, ideology, and AIDS. 

Much of the work done in the field of rhetorical studies about HIV/AIDS has been 

about the transformative nature of social movements surrounding the birth of the virus 

and its spread through marginalized communities.9 These works have indeed provided 

our field with a grammar for articulating a transformative and transgressive rhetoric of 

AIDS, rhetorical work that engages the ideological functions of the rhetoric of AIDS.  

Daniel Brouwer has set a strong foundation for studying the dissemination of 

public dialogue about AIDS through media outlets, which frame meanings of AIDS 

related events and “in turn, help the general populace make sense” of events.10 Brouwer, 

who was looking specifically at the public and private tensions surrounding the 1988 

AIDS related death of Republican congressman McKinney, argued that there was a 

struggle over “propriety” in public and private spheres as rumors were circulating that 

McKinney had contracted AIDS through an engagement in homosexual behavior. 

Through this analysis, Brouwer concludes that the ideological concerns and motivations 

of owners of the production of knowledge are revealed through McKinney’s death. As he 

explains: “public scrutiny of the mode of McKinney’s infection with HIV reveals 
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ideological concerns and motivations by members of Congress and especially by 

members of the press.”11  

Not only does Brouwer’s work highlight the ideological functions of the rhetoric 

of AIDS, but it also notes how both the media and the circulation of dialogue can define 

the public understanding of the virus and its configuration. With regards to the 

WHO/UNAIDS controversy, examining the public reaction to The Independent report 

can also reveal ideological concerns and motivations, which operate in AIDS discourse. 

Moreover, in his work on AIDS tattoos Brouwer also explores how AIDS is a site where 

identification and community creation occur.12 While Brouwer is addressing the 

formation of community for and by HIV positive individuals, his work suggests that 

HIV/AIDS is a contested space—where identity and community is struggled over 

through powerful signifiers.13 In order to interrogate how these variables are contested, I 

turn to the WHO/UNAIDS controversy.  

THE WHO AND THE STRUGGLE FOR THE TRUTH 

 
On Sunday June 8th, 2008 Jeremy Laurance, a journalist for The Independent 

newspaper in the United Kingdom reported that the threat of a pandemic of AIDS among 

heterosexuals (outside of Africa) was “officially” over. As he begins: “A quarter of a 

century after the outbreak of Aids [sic], the World Health Organisation (WHO) has 

accepted that the threat of a global heterosexual pandemic has disappeared.”14 Laurance’s 

controversial article was based solely on a personal interview with the head of the World 

Heath Organization’s HIV/AIDS initiative Dr. Kevin De Cock. The WHO is a subsidiary 

of the United Nation’s concerned with monitoring and dealing with global public health 
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issues. The WHO works closely with the UNAIDS program in the global fight against 

HIV/AIDS. Almost immediately following the publication of the article in The 

Independent, a public chorus began criticizing the HIV/AIDS movement for wrongfully 

“fear mongering” heterosexuals in to believing they had been at risk for the last 25 years. 

Despite a subsequent statement released by the WHO/UNAIDS on June 11th 2008 

suggesting that Jeremy Laurance had misleadingly used the original statements by Dr. De 

Cock, his misrepresentation continued to be heavily circulated.  

The point of De Cock’s statements, however, according to the WHO’s follow up 

statement released on June 11th, 2008, was to acknowledge a refocusing of strategies used 

to combat HIV/AIDS at a global level—not to suggest that the epidemic was over. The 

follow up statement acknowledges that The Independent’s story “contained a few 

seriously misleading statements that have led to inferences and conclusions that bear no 

relation to the highly complex realities of the HIV epidemic. First and foremost, the 

global HIV epidemic is by no means over.”15 However, in total, more than forty news 

outlets worldwide reported the monumental denial of the heterosexual AIDS pandemic 

between June 8th and June 13th 2008—not to mention over three-hundred blogs and 

websites which reprinted Laurance’s original article in its entirety. The statements 

surrounding the publishing of the article were particularly charged because of the 

tensions that had been building within the AIDS movement since early 2007. Many 

expert epidemiologists had come forth arguing that WHO, alongside hundreds of other 

global AIDS organizations, had failed to correctly respond to the realities of the 

epidemic. Epidemiologists like Dr. James Chin, Dr. Elizabeth Pisani, and Dr. Richard 

England argued that political correctness in AIDS work had harmed the fight against the 



 7 

spread of AIDS by focusing too heavily on individuals who were not at risk. Therefore, 

Dr. De Cock’s interview is presented as a long awaited omission that the scientific 

community has failed to adequately address the realities of the epidemic. Moreover, 

authors suggest that health organizations (and homosexuals) have greatly exaggerated the 

scope of HIV infection in order to exploit public fear about HIV/AIDS to gain more 

funding, wage a moral battle, and fear-monger the “general population” into caring. 

While the controversy only stayed in the limelight for five days, the short-lived nature of 

the frenzy highlights how quickly heteronormative discourse resolves this kind of crisis 

in dominant terms. 

The controversy is particularly important because despite the fact that De Cock 

did not actually claim that heterosexuals were not at risk, the use of his statements to 

come to such a conclusion unearths complex and buried public frustrations with 

HIV/AIDS and its relationship to homosexuality and risk. Suspicion, anger, and 

conspiracy theories about what HIV/AIDS actually is, if it exists, and who is susceptible 

to infection poured out of the press—and effectively destabilized the state of HIV/AIDS 

in the public imaginary, while solidifying not only the normalcy of heterosexuality, but 

also who counts and does not count as “heterosexual.” Considering that in an October 

2003 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, 72% of the U.S. public said that most of 

the information they get about HIV/AIDS comes from the media, including television, 

newspapers, and radio, the WHO/UNAIDS controversy can have an incredible and far-

reaching impact on how the public conceptualizes HIV/AIDS in the future.16  

The ambivalent posture towards science in the WHO/UNAIDS controversy 

enables “AIDS” and “heterosexuality” to operate as floating signifiers, whose meanings 
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are struggled over in public discourse in ways that both represent and project dominant 

ideology and values. The report hit an ideological nerve—and as I will argue below, the 

incredible outcry following The Independent’s story reveals that the destabilization of 

meaning in the WHO controversy actually results in the reification of master narratives. 

This project analyzes news discourse surrounding the 2008 WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy, which is particularly useful in this endeavor since it illuminates how an 

ambivalent posture in scientific rhetoric can be counterproductive. Inherent in the study 

of the WHO/UNAIDS controversy is a look into the ways in which science operates 

rhetorically and ideologically in public culture. One could not discuss the far-reaching 

functions of HIV/AIDS discourse without first understanding how science and rhetoric 

are intertwined. While the WHO/UNAIDS controversy is not a discourse of inquiry, it is 

a trail of rhetoric about science and the mystique it produces in public life. As Condit has 

argued, when science is taken up in public culture through news, books, and film, it is 

still functions, no matter how unscientifically, in the name of science.17   

Undergirding my analysis is the assumption that the authenticity of “real” 

knowledge, scientific or otherwise, can be judged by its fidelity to the interests of the 

disadvantaged. Since the WHO/UNAIDS controversy is at its core about contestations 

over truth and the production of public knowledge about HIV/AIDS, the only way to 

distinguish what is true and not true is by discovering who is benefiting from the 

manipulation and/or production of “truths” throughout the controversy. As Alison Jaggar 

notes, “In a society where the production of knowledge is controlled by a certain class, 

the knowledge produced will reflect the interests and values of that class.”18 It is by 

uncovering whose interests and values are being produced and projected in discourse that 
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a truth more faithful to those it claims to represent may be discovered. Only when the 

cultural signification of AIDS and scientific rhetoric are situated in material relations can 

we reckon with this crisis. 

Understanding how “heterosexuality” and “AIDS” are rhetorically constituted in 

the WHO/UNAIDS controversy, who is included or excluded in the formulations, and 

who benefits from their creation tells us something about ideology, heterosexism, and the 

role of rhetoric in the production of both “AIDS” and “Heterosexuality” as symbolic 

signifiers whose meanings are struggled over in public discourse. This controversy 

warrants critical attention because there are clear ideological implications which arise 

from the reification of homophobic, racist, and classist assumptions about individuals 

infected with HIV/AIDS. Moreover, the process has very real material implications for 

AIDS policy, since it constitutes who is or is not at risk, and by extension, who gets 

funding and support to reduce risk.  

CHAPTER PREVIEW 

In this project I argue that the rhetorical mechanisms at work in the public 

discussion of the WHO/UNAIDS controversy work together to resignify both “AIDS” 

and “heterosexuality” in the public imaginary in ways that are harmful to the fight against 

HIV infection at a local and global level. In the first chapter, I will set the groundwork for 

interrogating the WHO controversy by developing a necessary theoretical trajectory for 

studying AIDS rhetoric, sexuality, and scientific discourse. I will begin by articulating 

the destabilization of AIDS as an impulse warranted by poststructuralist thought. To this 

end, I review the poststructuralist posture towards both science and queer theory that 

fundamentally informs this project. Next, I explain why the unsettling of meaning is so 
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detrimental to emancipatory projects and scientific rhetoric. Finally, I suggest that in 

order to deal with this crisis we ground HIV/AIDS without fixing gender and sexuality.   

In the second chapter, I commence my analysis of the WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy. Here, I am arguing that destabilization of meaning throughout the 

WHO/UNAIDS controversy enables “AIDS” and “heterosexuality” to operate as floating 

signifiers. First, I examine how mainstream rhetors ambivalent engagement of science in 

the WHO/UNAIDS controversy destabilizes “AIDS” in the public imaginary by framing 

it as both credible and fraudulent. This ambivalence towards science enables AIDS to 

float in signification. Once I establish how AIDS operates as a floating signifier in the 

discourse, I explore more thoroughly how the discourse enables “heterosexuality” to 

operate as both an invisible center to discourse about HIV/AIDS as well as a floating 

signifier. This “heterosexual absence” excludes certain subject positions—such as those 

associated with race, class, and geography—from being signified as “straight.”  

In the third chapter I examine how the destabilization of meaning in the 

controversy actually works to reify master narratives about HIV/AIDS. Specifically, I 

argue that because the previously established instability of AIDS as a signifier, a 

discourse of reverse victimization is allowed to emerge from the WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy. Reverse victimization is the process whereby which the dominant class 

assumes a minority posture (in the WHO/UNAIDS controversy this is the heterosexual 

population or the “general population”) by claiming a victim status brought forth by a 

vilified scapegoat (the GLBTQ community). Reverse victimization facilitates a 

homophobic impulse—or a recoding of homophobic discourse, which enables 

homophobia to be more overt and acceptable in public dialogue because it is signified as 

being an act of dissent against an oppressive actor.  In the final chapter, I offer some 
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conclusions regarding the future of HIV/AIDS rhetoric, the rhetoric of inquiry, and the 

crisis of epistemology in critical inquiry. 
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Chapter 1: Mapping the Crisis 

Terry Eagleton argues that as a result of theoretical and political developments in 

the 1960s and 1980s, cultural theory has become largely depoliticalized and localized. As 

he notes, “The militant politicos of the 60s had been largely optimistic: if you desired 

intensely enough, you could achieve what you wanted. Utopia lay just beneath the 

cobblestones of Paris.”1 But when the utopian politics of the 1960s proved to be fruitless, 

as the French revolution came to a disheartening and bloody end in 1968—“western 

Marxism” began, as Dana Cloud suggests, a “detour” into “a discursivist anti-humanism 

that paved the way for poststructuralist and post-Marxist theory.”2 Shortly after, 

Cultural thinkers like Barthes, Lacan, Foucault and Derrida still felt the backwash 
of this utopian impulse; it was just that they no longer believed that it could be 
realized in practice. It was fatally compromised by the emptiness of desire, the 
impossibility of truth, the fragility of the subject, the lie of progress, the 
pervasiveness of power.3  
 
These conceptualizations discredited the concept of the large scale, systematic 

revolution in favor of a localized and discursive subversion. As Eagleton goes on: “The 

emancipation which had failed in the streets and factories could be acted out instead in 

erotic intensities or the floating signifier. Discourse and desire come to stand in for the 

Godard and Guevera that had failed.”4 Cloud explains that the lineage of poststructuralist 

thought can be traced back to the work of Michel Foucault. In order to clarify this turn, I 

quote Cloud at length: 

As Foucault argues in History of Sexuality and throughout his subsequent writing, 
in the world of ubiquitous discipline, discourse exists without agent, system 
without center, and interventions without intent. The subject does not speak but is 
spoken; resistance is necessarily another form of discipline constituted primarily 
in discourses. On this argument, power is productive of discourses regulating 
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eventually self-disciplining bodies, emanating not from a discernible, repressive 
center (such as the state or the employer) but rather appearing as a set of shifting 
discursive formations that establish themselves what is real and true. Power on 
this view is productive of subjectivity and the organization of life without 
necessary reference to external interests or motivation. This argument has been 
profoundly influential across the humanities. In poststructuralist theory after 
Foucault, then, the discursive turn is taken to its logical conclusion in arguments 
that reject economic interests as foundational to understanding society and 
motivating struggle, in favor of a politics of textuality.5 
 
Alongside Foucault, Jacques Derrida also greatly influenced the turn to discursive 

anti-humanism. While Derrida himself is skeptical of definitions of his theory, 

deconstruction can be characterized as a project of decentering meaning and revealing the 

partiality of any attempt at representation in language.6 Suffice it to say, an impulse 

developed in cultural theory and poststructuralism to see discursive destabilization as an 

emancipatory gesture. Postructuralist thought, including the work of Barthes, Derrida, 

Foucault, Kristeva, and Deleuze and Guittari, regards the discursive production of 

knowledges as the source of all power. Since poststructuralism finds no foundation for 

the production of knowledge outside of discourses themselves constituting power, there 

can be no Truth.7 Therefore, this relativist impulse advocates uncertainty about 

subjectivity, gender, science and other master narratives, because ambivalent postures 

attempt to disrupt allegedly destructive and homogenizing binaries. Post-Enlightenment 

thought is in an epistemological crisis; critical theory is advocating the destabilization of 

signifiers as the emancipatory political project.  

However, in this thesis, I will argue that sometimes making signifiers the primary 

or only site of struggle and suspending judgment with regard to “the truth” works against 

the project of emancipation. In particular, I believe that the destabilization of truths and 
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meanings about HIV/AIDS, while useful in interrogating many claims of established 

science, was actually disabling in the particular case of the WHO controversy.   

QUEER THEORY AND THE RHETORIC OF SCIENCE 
As I will show throughout this project, the implementation of this gesture through 

the floating signifiers present within tell us what it is again the WHO controversy is 

ultimately far from emancipatory. It would be by no means fruitful to go into a review of 

all authors dealing with the state of epistemology and poststructuralism. Such a project’s 

purpose, while meaningful, would be far beyond the scope of the project at hand. Since 

this project is interrogating the floating signification of “AIDS” and “heterosexuality.” it 

is necessary to review the respective arguments present in both queer theory and the 

rhetoric of science, which advocate setting signifiers into motion as worthwhile methods 

of critique and action. After this review, I will articulate why unsettling meaning in AIDS 

discourse is particularly problematic. Finally, I will offer a modified theoretical posture 

toward AIDS rhetoric, and queer theory which grounds AIDS without treating science as 

an impenetrable master narrative or fixing gender and sexuality.   

Queer Studies 
From different theoretical vantage points, both scholars in the rhetoric of inquiry 

area and queer theorists explain how discursive instability serves productive critical and 

political ends.. Queer theorists argue that the instability of sexuality and signification 

comes from discourse itself. This contention, which informs the entire field of sexuality 

studies, can be traced as far back as the work of Simone de Beauvoir, when she 

exclaimed in The Second Sex that women are not born woman but rather become 
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woman.8 While de Beauvoir wrote long before the emergence of queer theory, her 

assertion gestures towards future theorists who argued that gender is discursively 

constituted. However, as Roden illuminates, it was the appearance of Judith Butler and 

Eve Sedgwick on the theoretical playing field that popularized the notion of gender as a 

discursively constituted set of acts.9 

Drawing on Foucault and J.L. Austin, who both previously noted the power of 

language to do onto us, Butler became one of the most celebrated theorists of her time.10 

While Butler is not the only person to advocate discursive subversion she is by far the 

most influential and prolific. Butler is essential to understanding this project, since the 

grammar she develops fundamentally informs contemporary gender and queer theory. In 

her book Gender Trouble, Butler first introduced the concept that gender is done.11  

Throughout her work, Butler has advocated for a sense of gender as a 

performance, or a series of symbolic acts. As she states, “Gender is in no way a stable 

identity of locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity 

tenuously constituted in time—an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of 

acts.”12 Butler is, as she elaborates, “promoting a relational view of the self over an 

autonomous one, or trying to redescribe autonomy in terms of relationality.”13 That is to 

say, Butler promotes the notion that the self is autonomous but only so in relation to 

others. “The body can be the agency and instrument of all these as well,” as she explains, 

“or the site where “doing” and “being done to” become equivocal.”14 She makes this 

point because while we do gender, it is also done to us. It is because Butler’s opus is 

deeply informed by Michel Foucault that her work reflects the assumption that power is, 

indeed, everywhere.15 As she explains: “Our very sense of personhood is linked to the 
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desire for recognition, and that desire places us outside ourselves, in a realm of social 

norms that we do not full choose, but that provides the horizon and the resources for any 

sense of choice that we have.”16 

Butler argues that gender does not exist without regulation, and that “regulation” 

does not just mean institutionalized regulation. She further argues that a norm is not a 

rule or law, but rather it “operates within social practices as the implicit standard of 

normalization.”17 As she elaborates: 

Gender is performative insofar as it is the effect of a regulatory regime of gender 
differences in which genders are divided and hierarchized under constraint. 
Social constraints, taboos, prohibitions, threats of punishment operate in the 
ritualized repetition of norms, and this repetition constitutes the temporalized 
scene of gender construction and destabilization. There is no subject who 
precedes or enacts this repetition of norms.18  

 
Butler’s contends that our subjectivity is entirely performative, and entirely constituted 

through the repetition of norms. Since performativity is discursively constituted; gender 

can be subverted and resisted by utilizing these same resources. As she details: 

Performativity is a matter of reiterating or repeating the norms by which one is 
constituted: it is not a radical fabrication of a gendered self. It is a compulsory 
repetition of prior and subjectivating norms, ones which cannot be thrown off at 
will, but which work, animate, and constrain the gendered subject, and which are 
also the resources from which resistance, subversion, displacement are to be 
forged.19  
 
It is this very task of subversion which is taken up more thoroughly in her second 

book Undoing Gender, where she attempts to articulate how if gender is done, than it can 

also be undone20. According the Butler, discontinuous acts work together to create the 

appearance of meaning and substance for both the actor and the audience. It is from this 

posture that Butler contends that through the transformative acts of disrupting the 
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continuous repetition of disconnected acts that we can subvert gender norms. Building off 

of Butler’s work, Judith Halberstam has argued that we should see “postmodernism as 

simultaneously a crisis and an opportunity—a crisis in the stability of form and meaning, 

and an opportunity to rethink the practice of cultural production, its hierarchies and 

power dynamics, its tendency to resist or capitulate.”21  

Butler seeks to show how traditional social movement approaches to women’s 

and GLBTQ liberation are rooted in an illusionary and futile set of presuppositions. In 

her essay, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution, Butler argues that the social 

constructedness of gender identity for women may be the root of political and social 

oppression—rendering the project of transforming women’s social position “futile.” As 

she states, “one ought to consider the futility of a political program which seeks radically 

to transform the social situation of women without first determining whether the category 

of woman is socially constructed in such a way that to be a woman is, by definition, to be 

in an oppressed situation.”22 However, I am troubled by a project that renders oppression 

as entirely discursive. Advocacy of such a mode of struggle can appear to counsel 

passivity through “subversion,” which without systemic political and social restructuring 

will remain entirely isolated. It is these ideas, which fundamentally reflect the impulse of 

destabilization of discourse as a method of subversion in queer theory.   

Rhetoric of Science 
Over the past several decades, a group of rhetoricians has called attention to the 

rhetorical character of discourses of and about science. Some communication scholarship 

interrogating the rhetorical functions of scientific production advocates destabilizing 
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“truth” in inquiry because it cannot be produced non-objectively. As Condit suggests, “A 

rhetorical perspective portrays scientists, like everyone else, as holders of multiple 

interests and insights.”23  

Similar to the posture advocated by queer theorists, there is a strong emphasis 

among rhetorical scholars of science on the argument that there is no way to measure or 

determine truth in a “postmodern” world; therefore, the destabilization of science and the 

disruption of its master narratives are necessary. Herbert Simons, among others, has 

argued that the rhetorical and persuasive elements used in the production of scientific 

inquiry suggest that we cannot create concrete truths because they cannot be objective.24 

Moreover, authors such as Charles Taylor, suggest that rhetorical scholarship has a vested 

interest in unraveling master narratives that present themselves as objective. Taylor has 

studied how sciences, and the observable processes used to demarcate science, are 

rhetorically formulated and propagated. The rhetorics of demarcation, as Condit has 

pointed out, are of particular importance to a project seeking to analyze scientific findings 

because it interrogates how science is labeled as, or argued to be “bad” or “good.”25 

There is also a body of work that explores the public, social, and scientific 

intersections of rhetoric. Scholars have pointed out a chasm between the scientific 

community and the public. Carol Reeves has argued that the public’s scientific 

ambivalence with HIV/AIDS exists because of a miscommunication in the dissemination 

of findings and information about HIV/AIDS. More specifically, she contends that 

scientific rhetors are often either too bold in their assertions (which can both offend and 

misconstrue findings), or afraid of being bold, resorting instead to downplay and even the 

intentional withholding significant findings.26 Reeves’ work points to the necessity of 
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exploring the circulation of discourse about scientific findings and the 

miscommunications that can occur as a result.  

In this same vein, much work has been done that interrogates the ways in which 

science is taken up in public culture. Condit, in her work on “Bad Science” and the Brain 

Sex hypothesis, argues that the journalist who reported on the Brain Sex study intervened 

and amplified the dominant ideologies functioning within the study—going well beyond 

what the scientists themselves had claimed. As she explains:   

Intellectually impoverished scientific practice is maintained and supported 
because it can be amplified in the mass media to the "fact" that men and women 
are fundamentally different, a "fact" that has political implications for affirmative 
action, the assignment of child-care duties, and the prevention of women moving 
through the "glass ceiling." Poor science is thus transformed into a set of errant 
public facts via an interlocking but carefully demarcated relationship between a 
group of scientists and a group of social gatekeepers.27  
 

 Condit’s exploration reveals the complex ways that mass media and science work 

together to construct narratives about science. Hall et al. and Nelkin have also suggested 

that media portrayals of scientific findings are often “uncritical, treating the results as 

unquestionable truths and deifying the scientists themselves.”28  In his work on scientific 

narratives in the AIDS crisis, James Darsey contends that there is also a disconnection 

between the private production of technical knowledge and the public’s ability to 

comprehend that knowledge.29 Through an exploration of the conspiracy theories 

surrounding HIV/AIDS, Darsey calls for the public to assert control over the technical 

sphere by critiquing scientific arguments as conspiracy narratives—unstable stories in 

need of accountability through public surveillance.  

In opposition to scholars of the rhetoric of science, who ironically contend that 

destabilization is the key to dealing with these shifting land unstable scientific definitions 
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of AIDS, other scholars have argued for a model of science that is grounded in material 

reality.  Condit has suggested that we situate science in material relations and social 

conditions.30 John Nelson argues that we must be able to use science to create judgments 

in political culture. Thus, he introduced the concept of political foundations, or platforms 

on which we must ground studies of rhetorical inquiry so that they can be the basis for 

critical judgments of right and wrong.31 Likewise, the materialist epistemology I am 

proposing is not objectivist; there is no neutral observer who can lay claim to the Truth. 

As Alison Jaggar contends, “In class societies the prevailing knowledge and science 

interpret reality from the standpoint of the ruling class.”32 However, like Nelson’s, this 

posture asserts that it is the knowledges aligned with the oppressed may come closer to 

representing their interests than those of the dominant class.  

While poststructuralist theory is calling for a political project of destabilization, 

the WHO controversy shows that the practicality of such emancipation through 

discursive destabilization should be questioned. As I will show in the next section and the 

chapters that follow, such a model can be problematic because of the interests that are 

served when knowledge of science is produced through public media (which serves to 

reflect and project dominant interests).  

FLOATING SIGNIFIERS AND THE AIDS CRISIS 

 This project seeks to show how AIDS and heterosexuality are destabilized in the 

discourse of the WHO controversy enabling them to function as floating signifiers. 

Ultimately, this reinforces heteronormative discourse and encourages inattention to the 

AIDS crisis. It is imperative that I now articulate why floating signification can become 
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detrimental to those who seek to end the AIDS crisis. Once I establish why floating 

signifiers are harmful to emancipatory projects, I move on to provide an alternative way 

of theorizing resistance in AIDS rhetoric.   

My first argument is that unsettling public knowledge about AIDS and 

heterosexuality allows established interests to claim that what is indeterminate is 

insignificant; indeterminacy in AIDS discourse can allow powerful agents in society 

excuses not to act. Further, dominant ideology readily incorporates the unstable. 

“‘Textuality’, ambiguity, indeterminacy lie often enough on the side of dominant 

ideological discourse themselves,”33 writes Eagleton. Dominant ideologies constitute 

unity at an imaginary level through discursive signifiers, which orbit around us, between 

us, and through us.34 This posture presumes a fundamental departure from the 

Althusserian assumption that ideology is over-determined. While dominant ideology is 

incredibly pervasive, it is not inescapable, as Althusser suggests in “Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses.” 35  

Signs are imbedded in social and historical situations which determine the ways in 

which they are uttered.36 Since language is a shared practice, it is the basis of all 

discursive formations, and as such becomes the “medium of ideological conflict.”37 As 

Eagleton notes: “A particular social sign is pulled this way and that by competing social 

interests, inscribed from within the multiplicity of ideological ‘accents’; and it is in this 

way that it sustains its dynamism and vitality.”38 Ideology is, therefore, a dialectical, 

antagonistic struggle “between social interests at the level of the sign” and we are 

constituted through these signifiers.39 Over time, dominant signs naturalize and become 
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part of the ideological terrain. They grow to be part of the fabric of our symbolic 

grammar of the world.   

Dominant ideology is insidious because dominant signs and symbols resonate 

with people on a deep ideological level. As Eagleton elaborates:  

Ideology is one crucial way in which the human subject strives to ‘suture’ 
contradictions which rive in its very being, constitute it to its core. As with 
Althusser, it is what produces us as social subjects in the first place, not simply a 
conceptual straightjacket into which we are subsequently bound.40 
 
Understanding how signs and symbols shift in meaning tells us a lot about how 

ideology works and how it can be contested. Much work has been done which seeks to 

articulate the nature of the floating signifier, and how it operates. Claude Lévi-Strauss 

explains that floating signifiers “represent an undetermined quantity of signification, in 

itself void of meaning and thus apt to receive any meaning.”41 In this formulation, 

floating signifiers can be everything and nothing at the same time. Lacan has said that 

floating signifiers “mean different things to different people: they may stand for many or 

even any signifieds; they may mean whatever their interpreters want them to mean.”42 In 

his discussion of race and the floating signifier, cultural theorist Stuart Hall also argues,  

Signifiers refer to the systems and concepts of classification of a culture to its 
making meaning practices, and those things gain their meaning not because of 
what they contain in their essence, but in the shifting relations of difference which 
they establish with other concepts and ideas in a signifying field. Their meaning 
because it is relational and not essential, can never be finally fixed but is subject 
to the constant process of redefinition and appropriation.43  
 
Hall is correct to argue that signifiers achieve and shift in meaning relationally. 

As I articulated above, signs function dialectically. However, to deny the fact that there is 

some consistency in the way that signifiers operate in a signifying field is to 

fundamentally deny the notion that signifiers attain meaning through social, cultural, and 
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historical relationality. Since there is always the presence of a dominant ideology in a 

given culture which itself is produced relationally, signifiers which are produced in that 

signifying field are likely to be consistent with the political and cultural values that have 

been naturalized therein. Dominant ideology is “dominant” precisely because particular 

signs are “more” prevalent than others, and their presence relationally reproduces 

normative standards.  

Consequently, one can conclude that the conception of the signifier as entirely 

empty is problematic. As a political approach this conception of the signifier “is a latently 

libertarian theory of the subject, which tends to ‘demonize’ the very act of semiotic 

closure and uncritically celebrate the euphoric release of the forces of linguistic 

production.”44 This is ultimately the problem with framing the destabilization of meaning 

as an emancipatory project. Floating signifiers are neither a conspiracy (a stable solidified 

production of evil or good) nor a symbolic free for all (constantly moving and 

unsignifiable). Therefore, as a political project, ambivalence both helps and hurts. On one 

hand, ambivalence recognizes the pliability of signs in social spheres which are pulled, 

peeled and plucked in different directions, by antagonistic interests. On the other hand, 

ambivalence also fails to recognize that moments of fixation are not only possible, but 

also likely.  

Therefore, ambivalence does not always work in the interest of minorities or those 

without a voice. Those who should supposedly be benefiting from an ambivalent 

engagement of scientific discourses are actually the ones being harmed by the “epidemic 

of signification” occurring in the WHO controversy. As Eagleton argues: “whether such 

closure is politically positive or negative depends on the discursive and ideological 
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context; and this mode of analysis is generally too eager to overlook discursive context in 

its left-academicist contemplation of language as ‘text’.”45 The WHO controversy enacts 

a peculiar epistemological unsettling which works as a celebration of heteronormativity. 

While the discourse surrounding the WHO controversy is a critique of established power 

(and its ideological assumptions, science, government, and deception), it also works to 

reify the very norms it seeks to critique.  

Heteronormativity has incredible ideological functions. Theoretical work done on 

the concept of “heterosexual,” as Berlant and Warner point out, often conceptualizes 

heterosexuality as a concrete and definable “category.”46 They argue that most theoretical 

work regarding the “category” of heterosexuality often works to reify its very monolithic 

nature, rather than discussing its variations. In their work in Sex in Public they contend,  

The contemporary United States is saturated by the project of constructing 
national heterosexuality, [by this] we do not mean that national heterosexuality is 
anything like a simple monoculture. Hegemonics are nothing if not elastic 
alliances, involving dispersed and contradictory strategies for self-maintenance 
and reproduction.47  
 

There is, according to Berlant and Warner, a great basin of unexamined heterosexual 

practices and strategies, which produce heteronormativity. While critical heterosexual 

studies has produced a large body of theoretical and practical work which unpacks 

heterosexuality as a complex set of norms, and expectations that are pieced together in 

public culture to produce a rhetorically powerful dream, Berlant and Warner contend that 

scholarship has yet to produce enough scholarship on the practices and strategies which 

exist to keep the “dream” alive.”48 The elusiveness of heterosexuality is its most powerful 

weapon in a discursive project working to sell a promise of “something” (normalcy, 

happiness, love), which can never truly be delivered.49 As will be articulated through the 
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WHO controversy, heterosexuality works in elusive and powerful ways. In the process of 

the signification of “heterosexual” in public culture, heterosexuality becomes much more 

complex than simply whom sleeps with whom—one can be “straight” and not be 

included in public descriptions, practices, or notions of heterosexuality. This particular 

function of the signifier of heterosexuality has ideological functions, since heterosexism 

is inherently linked to the dynamics of market economies. As Sherry Wolf argues:  

 The oppression of gays and lesbians–and all sexual minorities–is one of modern 
 capitalism’s infinite contradictions. Capitalism creates the material conditions for 
 men and women to lead autonomous sexual lives, yet it simultaneously seeks to 
 impose heterosexual norms on society to secure the maintenance of an economic, 
 ideological, and sexual order.50  
 
 Therefore, it is in the interest of the ruling class of society to keep minorities 

divided through drawing lines between race, gender, class, and sexuality.51 That is why, 

as John D’Emilio explains, “under capitalism sexuality was now not a ‘private affair 

regulated by...traditions and prejudices of the community’ but …‘a public matter for the 

state.’”52  

 It is this connection that troubles the already complex landscape of AIDS 

signification. The ways in which AIDS is signified in public culture determines funding, 

education, and perception of risk. In other words, how AIDS is signified in public and 

political cultural defines the future of the epidemic: if and how it will be understood, 

ended, or spread. We must therefore ask ourselves: What is gained and who benefits by 

signifying AIDS as everything and nothing at the same time? 

TOWARD A GROUNDED RHETORIC  
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Instead of simple describing the curvatures of AIDS signification in the cultural 

sphere, it is necessary that we find a way to ground AIDS without concretizing it; to give 

it some meaning without pretending that it is completely understood; and to recognize its 

malleability without stripping it of all of its substance.   

I am by no means arguing that we begin allowing for science to dominate once 

again as a master narrative. I agree with rhetoricians of science who contend that truths 

are often rhetorically produced, even in science. However, I disagree with the argument 

that irresponsibly setting signifiers into uncontrollable motion in the public sphere is an 

effective form of resistance. We must put rhetoric of science and about science in 

conversation with material relations in order to uncover the “truth” of the text. While the 

study of the production of scientific knowledge is important, here I argue that the 

production of public knowledge through the circulation of discourse about scientific 

inquiry is actually the site of production where dominant values and interests are 

reflected and projected, and that truth can be determined by measuring how scientific 

findings are utilized in public discourse and in whose interests such circulation benefits. 

As Eagleton writes, “The 'truth' of the text is not an essence but a practice—the 

practice of its relation to ideology, and in terms of that to history.”53 We can trace 

interests, and by proxy falseness and truthfulness by acknowledging relational 

consistency in signification. That is to say, by interrogating the ideological functions of 

discourse, we can uncover paths of consistency wherein values, norms, and practices are 

repeated and therefore become dominant. This formulation is necessary, because “a 

conception of ideology which denies the objective status of true and false consciousness 



 28 

can hardly claim a scientific status for its own capacity to offer true representations of 

reality,” explains Drew Milne.54  

Whether meaning is entirely stabilized or free floating, dominant ideology wins 

either way. Therefore, we must interrogate the ideological functions of discourse, and 

settle on signification that is in the interests of those who need to be served, or the 

oppressed, or in this case, the HIV infected community. A necessary task, particularly for 

the AIDS crisis, is to ground truths and falsities within scientific research and public 

discussion of AIDS without fixing gender and sexuality. The only way that we can 

accomplish this is by truly placing signifiers in relation to their social and historical 

contexts.  

 In the next chapter, I commence my textual analysis of the WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy. Specifically, I am examining how the destabilization of meaning in 

discourse enables both “AIDS” and “heterosexuality” to operate as floating signifiers 

with moments of fixation that are articulated in homophobic, racist, and classist ways. I 

must clarify that I am not arguing that the WHO/UNAIDS controversy enables AIDS and 

heterosexuality to operate as floating signifiers with no discernible referent. Instead, I am 

arguing that floating signification occurs (meaning is destabilized and tousled—allowing 

AIDS to mean whatever rhetors need it to), but is always stabilized or driven by 

historically situated interests (the referent to signification is dominant interests and 

values). Therefore, as will be shown throughout this project, whether meaning is entirely 

fixed or destabilized, it can actually work against the interests of the disadvantaged.  
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Chapter 2:  “Whatever happened to AIDS?”: Scientific Fraud, 
Heterosexism, and the Floating Signifier 

 
What, then, is for me? I usually say that my epitaph is not a phrase but the body of 
my work. I am writing it with each article, including this one. But actually, there 
is a phrase that I want shouted at my funeral and written on the memorial cards, a 
phrase that captures the mix of cynicism and despair that I feel right now and that 
I will almost certainly take to my grave: Whatever happened to AIDS? 
 

Jeffrey Schmalz, in The New York Times on November 28th, 19931 
 
 
 
In the previous chapter, I argued that the poststructuralist impulse in theory to 

destabilize meaning can be harmful to the very disadvantaged voices it seeks to wrest free 

from an oppressive discursive order. As an alternative, I contend that epistemological 

questions must be driven by an interrogation of their dialectical and antagonistic 

relationship with social and material relations. In this chapter, I continue my investigation 

of destabilized signification, specifically through the 2008 WHO/UNAIDS controversy. 

In this chapter, I argue that the destabilization of “AIDS” and “heterosexuality” in public 

and mediated discussions of the controversy enable the terms to operate as floating 

signifiers while simultaneously reifying master narratives about HIV/AIDS.  

The WHO/UNAIDS controversy is one piece of a complex matrix of signification 

surrounding HIV/AIDS. AIDS has always had a particularly rocky relationship with 

publicity—even before it was called “AIDS.” During the first years of its existence it was 

known as GRID (gay-related immune deficiency)—and as Treichler notes, the CDC kept 
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close tabs on the information that was available to the public.2 In the 1980s the phrase 

“AIDS is a gay disease” was politically and emotionally charged within American public 

discourse.     

As the Reagan and Bush administrations continued to ignore the growing number 

of American’s dying of the “gay cancer,” HIV activists were fighting to remove the 

stigma surrounding the epidemic. ACT UP formed an in your face social movement 

which demanded attention from the national media, but Reagan stayed relatively silent. 

Reagan’s silence, which ACT UP activists often referred to as AIDSGATE, was not 

occurring around the world. Other major players in the developed world, such as the 

United Kingdom and Australia, launched million-dollar aggressive campaigns educating 

the public (gay or straight) on the perceived reality of the infectious disease. However, 

Reagan’s emphases on abstinence and patience allowed, as journalist Randy Shilts 

famously noted, the band to play on.3 

Towards the end of Republican President George H.W. Bush’s ill-fated first term 

the public began to take notice as of America’s most popular celebrities, such as Rock 

Hudson, had already passed. By the 1992 presidential campaign Arthur Ashe and Magic 

Johnson had gone public with their infections; both the Republican and Democratic 

parties had white HIV positive women speak at their National Conventions; the movie 

Philadelphia starring Tom Hanks was a smash hit; and Bill Clinton was pushing an 

aggressive and progressive comprehensive sex education program in public schools 

(which would find its final resting place alongside welfare and gays in the military). In 

1993, we were given Pedro Zemora, a cast member on the MTV reality series The Real 

World San Francisco. Pedro humanized the virus, as President Clinton commented, so 
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that every American knew someone with AIDS. Following the events of the early 1990s, 

talk of the “gay cancer” began fading as media and government officials shifted the focus 

of their rhetoric to the growing pandemic in Africa, improving life expectancy through 

drug regimens, and the search for a cure.4  

Ten years passed. With each year a new vaccine, microbicide, or cure would 

materialize, and with time each triumph would slowly fade. By this point, it became 

apparent that the scientific community’s inability to ward off the virus was resulting in 

public and social significations of AIDS that were as complex and elusive as the virus 

itself. Such a reality has led to the dissemination of myths and misunderstandings about 

whom AIDS affects and how it operates.5 

In 2007, controversial reports began surfacing which criticized the scientific 

community’s response to HIV/AIDS from its inception. Mostly, critics were furious that 

global AIDS campaigns had “wasted” billions of dollars educating people who were not 

“at risk” (white, western, heterosexuals). It makes sense that amid growing anxiety about 

how the medical and scientific communities handled the AIDS epidemic that the public 

would begin to question the credibility of AIDS research. The June 2008 WHO/UNAIDS 

controversy can be seen as the culmination of these tensions—it was the straw that broke 

the proverbial camel’s back, and as a result it unearthed public frustrations with 

homosexuality and the global AIDS campaign that we had not seen in public discourse 

since the 1980s. 

The WHO/UNAIDS controversy is science-based rather than being itself 

scientific—an important distinction from scientific controversies, according to Carolyn 

Miller. While science controversies usually occur in esoteric closed spaces, she argues 
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that science-based controversies occur in the public sphere—and are driven by mass 

media, public officials, and perhaps even the scientists themselves.6  AIDS is no stranger 

to the public spotlight; in fact, it is the virus’s very public persona that drives the 

“epidemic of signification” surrounding the disease. 

In this chapter I commence my analysis of the WHO/UNAIDS controversy by 

showing how the destabilization of meaning in public discussions of the controversy 

enables AIDS and heterosexuality to function as floating signifiers. I will specifically 

discuss two mechanisms at work in the controversy that work together to destabilize both 

AIDS and heterosexuality. I will first show how a peculiar scientific ambivalence exists 

which presents scientific findings about HIV/AIDS as both credible and fraudulent. This 

ambivalence specifically works to destabilize by constituting AIDS as a scientific and 

rhetorical production. Next, I will examine how a heterosexual absence maneuvers 

through the controversy. The process of constituting heterosexuality as the center to 

discourse and also absent from risk, enables heterosexuality to function as a floating 

signifier which is at once everywhere and nowhere. Once we describe these two 

processes, we can then articulate how they function in the interests of the dominant class. 

SCIENTIFIC AMBIVALENCE 
Before we can understand how the WHO/UNAIDS controversy signifies 

“heterosexuality” we have to first establish how AIDS operates as a floating signifier by 

examining how the discourse destabilizes the reliability and truthfulness of science and 

inquiry surrounding HIV/AIDS. In this section I argue that mainstream rhetors 
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ambivalent engagement of science in the controversy destabilizes HIV/AIDS in the 

public imaginary by framing it as both credible and fraudulent.  

Throughout the controversy, there is both reliance on and defiance of science. 

Rhetors both require science to support their claims, but also deny its ability to capture 

impartial truths. Science is both necessary and expendable—it is credible proof of the 

“reality” that the authors have always known (that AIDS is a disease that only affects 

fringe groups in society), and it is also the false and fraudulent science, which is to blame 

for the mystification of the AIDS epidemic for the last 25 years. When public discourse 

forces frame AIDS as a floating signifier, the disease loses any clearly defined referent 

for meaning. However, my examination of the WHO controversy shows that while the 

meaning of AIDS varies over time, the terms of its variance are often temporarily fixed, 

bounded by a dominant racist, classist, and homophobic discourse. In support of this 

argument, I will first review the controversy leading up to the report and the breakdown 

of science therein. Then, I will show how in the aftermath of the story in The 

Independent, science is inscribed as both credible and fraudulent.  

Prior to the article in The Independent, AIDS was not immune to controversy. 

Since its discovery in 1981, AIDS has constituted nothing less than a failure of meaning 

in the public imaginary. Brouwer, Darsey, Patton, and Treichler have all suggested that 

along with growing fear and anxiety about the elusiveness of HIV/AIDS during the early 

1980s, the public turned to science for definitive answers.7 Amid growing apprehension, 

the public grew skeptical; often questioning the credibility of AIDS research. Because it 

was seen as a “death sentence,” scandals involving AIDS were front-page material during 

the first years of the epidemic. For example, books like AIDS Censored: What the 



 37 

Government Isn’t Telling You, published in 1991, argued that AIDS was more easily 

contractible than officials were reporting at the time. Additionally, HIV denialism, which 

purports the idea that HIV was not the cause of AIDS, became popular in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. The HIV denialism movement continues to grow in popularity today. 

Many journalists, like Celia Farber, continue to argue that AIDS is an industry, more 

concerned with selling drugs then saving patient’s lives or discovering the truth about 

HIV/AIDS.8  

Conspiracy theories surrounding allegedly deceptive HIV testing, the alleged 

production of AIDS by U.S. officials, and the existence of a supposedly secret cure being 

held hostage by the American government continue to circulate. Burkett argues that there 

is always scientific fraud, or the suspicion of fraud, surrounding AIDS since it has 

developed into such a large industry.9 The high profile hysteria produced by AIDS 

encourages fraud and deception by scientists who want to find the “cure,” while 

simultaneously producing public uncertainty and skepticism about the scientific 

community’s ability to deliver results. Despite the public’s obsession with AIDS, 

according to the Kaiser Family Foundation, news and media coverage on HIV/AIDS has 

dramatically dropped since 1996. Coverage of the epidemic, according to the report, 

recedes until high-level interest news stories, like vaccine discoveries, spike coverage of 

the dormant cause.10  

In 2007, a resurgence of news stories began circulating accusing AIDS 

organizations and health advocates of failing to adequately respond to the realities of the 

AIDS epidemic over the previous 25 years.  Initially, reports surfaced that argued that 

UNAIDS, a program of the WHO, had greatly exaggerated the number of global HIV 
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infections in order to secure more funding. James Chin, a Clinical Professor of 

Epidemiology at the University of California at Berkeley, explains in an article in The 

Straight Times on July 14th, 2007, “If UNAIDS persists with ignoring inflated HIV 

estimates, it risks losing credibility and the support of the rich governments that fund the 

global fight against AIDS. Whatever the purpose, crying wolf is neither good science nor 

good politics.”11  

Dr. Chin had sparked controversy early in 2007 with the publication of his 

controversial book entitled, The AIDS Pandemic: The Collision of Epidemiology with 

Political Correctness.12 A former epidemiologist for the WHO, Chin has spent the last 

twenty-five years working alongside leading health organizations fighting HIV/AIDS 

globally. Chin argues that his standpoint as an insider in the global fight against AIDS 

gave him a bird’s eye view of what he calls rampant missteps within the modern AIDS 

movement. These missteps, as Chin argues, all stem from an epidemic of political 

correctness in the AIDS bureaucracy. More specifically, Chin argues that a generalized 

epidemic in what he calls “normal populations” was unlikely from the beginning of the 

crisis. As a result of strong stigmas attached to HIV/AIDS, health organizations 

wrongfully directed prevention efforts at communities, like the heterosexual population, 

who were not at risk. Political correctness, as Chin goes on, was prioritized over winning 

the war against AIDS. "It is not possible for HIV to jump into any general population 

from these high-risk groups to spread in epidemic fashion in 'ordinary' people," Chin 

explains.13 Instead of working to stop the spread of infection by targeting the correct 

populations with prevention efforts, Chin argues that we wasted billions of dollars 

educating heterosexuals who were never at risk of pandemic. This outrageous 
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misspending, he argues, has distracted the world from other diseases, such as malaria and 

tuberculosis, which claim the lives of millions of children worldwide.  

Chins controversial assertions made front-page headlines in June 2007 and 

continued circulation through the summer of 2008. It was at this time, that Dr. Chin 

gained even more publicity when he was joined by other “experts” who were making 

national headlines because of their criticisms of large AIDS organizations like the WHO. 

Dr. Elizabeth Pisani, also a former WHO epidemiologist, released the book, “The 

Wisdom of Whores” in 2008. Like Chin, Pisani argues that the AIDS bureaucracy has 

manipulated, misinformed and overblown the AIDS crisis for years. Between January 

2008 and November 2008, Dr. Chin and Dr. Pisani’s accusations of AIDS organizations 

appeared in numerous major global newspapers. Both Pisani and Chin begged the WHO 

to publically admit its “wrong doing” so that the fight to end AIDS globally could move 

forward. It was both Dr. Pisani and Dr. Chin’s insistence that “ordinary people” were not 

at risk to an HIV epidemic that helped to incubate tensions regarding HIV/AIDS, which 

erupted with the publication of The Independent’s article.  

Many of the responses to the article in The Independent claim that this is 

something they and others, like Dr. Chin and Dr. Pisani, had known “all along.” The 

work of the two epidemiologists is often cited when reporting on the WHO’s June 

“admission.” As Brendan O’Neill writes in The Guardian: 

Much of the media has treated Dr De Cock's admission as a startling 
revelation. In truth, experts have known for many years that in the vast 
majority of the world, Aids has little impact on the "general population". 
In her new book The Wisdom of Whores, Elizabeth Pisani – who worked 
for 10 years in what she refers to as "the Aids bureaucracy" – admits that 
by 1998 it was clear that "HIV wasn't going to rage through the billions in 
the 'general population', and we knew it.”14 



 40 

 
Here, O’Neill is able to finally receive validation through the use of The 

Independent’s report, and say what he and others have known all along. However, it is 

was only with an authoritative “scientific” admission from the WHO that the claims 

made by Pisani, Chin, and O’Neill can be taken as “fact.” This is why the author of the 

original article appearing in The Independent, Jeremy Laurance, framed the story to seem 

more like a credible scientific argument than it actually was.  The title of the story broken 

by The Independent was the “Threat of world AIDS pandemic among heterosexuals is 

over, report admits.” Even though the story was not based on an actual scientific “report,” 

the strategic use of the to term “report” gives a certain scientific mystique or credibility to 

Laurance’s claim that he needs in order to prove his thesis correct. Therefore, the story 

utilizes the mystique of science to gain credibility, while simultaneously arguing that not 

only is science flawed, but that the establishment of science is fraudulent as well.  

The statements made by De Cock, filtered through Laurance, circulated for days 

after the initial publication of the story in The Independent. The influence of Laurance’s 

framing becomes even more apparent when looking at how the admission was covered by 

many newspapers. Fox News, Marie Claire, The Globe and Mail, and others reported on 

the admission as though it were a scientific fact sustained by scientific inquiry. Even POZ 

Magazine, an American progressive HIV/AIDS magazine printed a story about the WHO 

admission on June 9th 2008 with the headline, “AIDS: Not a Heterosexual Disease?” 

While a continent away, Positive Nation, the UK’s progressive HIV/AIDS magazine 

printed the headline “World AIDS Pandemic Over.” With no mention that the original 

article was an interview, or that the controversy surrounding the WHO had been 
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simmering for almost two years, these reports present the admission as indisputable fact 

rather than as contested and heated opinion. Not only was the statement framed as 

scientific fact, it was also continually abstracted in order to uphold other claims about the 

status of the AIDS pandemic. For example, headlines from all of the above publications 

that relayed The Independent’s report of the admission, simply stated “World AIDS 

Pandemic Over.” This strategy, used by all of the newspapers reporting on the De Cock 

statements in North America, greatly over-exaggerates Dr. De Cock’s claims to declare 

that the AIDS panic is officially over.  

As Micheal Fumento writes in a July 7th, 2008 editorial in the National Post, “In 

fact, there was never any indication AIDS had or would ‘break out’ from the well-defined 

risk-behavior groups… I’m no Nostradamus. I merely analyzed public data and studies 

showing how terribly difficult the disease is to transmit vaginally or orally. But the myths 

are still the basis for AIDS policy.”15 Fumento, who was highly criticized after the 

publication of book The Myth of Heterosexual AIDS in 1990, utilizes the public unrest 

surrounding AIDS in the WHO controversy to push his highly controversial arguments 

about AIDS transmission. Fumento is well-known for being highly critical of public 

health crises, including SARS, AIDS, obesity and ADHD. He consistently argues that 

reports of threats to society are based on “bad” science and egregiously misused statistics 

and facts produced by scientists. Despite evidence to the contrary, Fumento contends that 

heterosexuals have never been at risk for HIV/AIDS transmission because HIV/AIDS 

does not transmit as easily vaginally or orally.16 Despite the fact that the WHO admission 

was not suggesting that heterosexuals were not at risk of physically being infected, 

Fumento utilizes the moment of crisis in AIDS discourse to suggest so.  
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As Liam Scheff, a writer for the Guerilla News Network also pronounces that this 

“revelation” is something he has been reporting on for years, but that he acknowledges 

only becomes “credible” with the WHO’s admission. 

Threat of world AIDS pandemic among heterosexuals is over, report admits,” The 
Independent announced on Sunday, June 8, 2008, mimicking what I have been 
reporting for years (and what some of my colleagues have been reporting for 
decades). No, really. But take it from someone you trust, Dr. Kevin de Cock of 
the World Health Organization(WHO): “[T]here will be no generalised epidemic 
of AIDS in the heterosexual population outside Africa.17 

Scheff and O’Neill’s claim that the scientific community “knew it” is exemplary 

of the function of public scientific disagreements. Often present in science-based 

controversies are narratives of conspiracy, or purposeful fraud.  James Darsey explains in 

his work on conspiratorial science narratives that in contemporary society there is an 

increase in “public disagreements among scientists over scientific problems with broad 

public significance,” and, “increasingly such disagreements make arguments based on 

science and technology particularly susceptible to conspiratorial interpretation.”18 Such 

scientific controversies as the AIDS crisis, often postulate invisible agents as actors, 

which requires that the public believe non-obvious conclusions. When these 

disagreements demand that the public become the referee between scientists who 

disagree—confusion, hysteria, and misinterpretation surrounding science is likely to 

occur. Individuals who believe AIDS has been misrepresented since its discovery seize 

onto the WHO controversy as proof that we should be skeptical of everything we hear 

about HIV/AIDS. Arguments connect the deception of the WHO to other possible cons 

being produced by the “AIDS machine.” The controversy is extrapolated as proof of the 

failure and deception of the larger AIDS establishment. 



 43 

Scheff was particularly troubled by the scientific community’s willingness to 

fabricate truths in order to promote their own agenda. A picture of a small baby receiving 

AIDS drugs is portrayed at the top of Scheff’s article, “There will be no heterosexual 

AIDS epidemic, experts admit.” The picture is accompanied by the caption: “An orphan 

in New York City receiving AIDS drugs? Was he ever really infected?” Scheff contends 

that HIV/AIDS is a conspiracy of epic proportions, that heterosexuals actually are not 

susceptible to infection (since AIDS is actually a dubious eugenics-type attack on 

homosexuals, drug users, and the poor), and that the WHO’s June admission is proof of 

what he has been reporting on for decades. It is important to note that Scheff is only one 

of many reporters who used the WHO statement as evidence of a larger AIDS 

conspiracy. His statements are exemplary of a wide range of claims and arguments, 

which utilized the statement to unearth knowledge about AIDS. As Scheff argues:  

The authorities explain that they misled the entire world, for decades, 
because admitting the grandeur of their farce would have encouraged their 
critics: “Any revision of the threat was liable to be seized on by those who 
rejected HIV as the cause of the disease.” Of course! We’ve got to protect 
flawed science from criticism!19  
 

Scheff initially suggests that this admission is proof that the “authorities” 

knowingly deceived and “misled” the public for decades. Scheff cites de Cock’s fear 

(quoted from The Independent article) that the public would utilize a revision to the threat 

of HIV/AIDS as justification to misrepresent the disease. De Cock originally argued that 

it was this fear that kept him from explaining the complexities of AIDS infection. 

Ironically, as de Cock foreshadowed, Scheff uses De Cock’s admission to nullify 

scientific research that suggests that heterosexuals are susceptible to the virus at all. 
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Scheff interprets The Independent article as the WHO saying that no heterosexuals are 

susceptible to infection.   

Such a weak defense might encourage a curious mind to wonder at the other flaws 
in their paradigm. For example, are we now to believe that there is a virus that 
causes a fatal disease, but only in Africans, (wherever in the world they may be), 
gay men and drug addicts? But not the entirety of the human population that is 
sexually active?  

Here, Scheff states that De Cock is saying that heterosexuals are no longer at risk 

at all, (during the original interview and the follow up statement released by the WHO is 

never stated). Dr. De Cock, as explained in his rebuttal press release in response to The 

Independent’s story and the outcry that followed, clarifies that heterosexuals are still 

entirely capable of contracting AIDS. He contends that the report in The Independent 

“contained a few seriously misleading statements that have led to inferences and 

conclusions that bear no relation to the highly complex realities of the HIV epidemic.”20 

Heterosexuals are obviously, according to De Cock, still at risk of infection. He argues 

that it was only the likelihood of a pandemic (an epidemic which affects many people in 

different countries) that was unlikely among heterosexual populations outside of the 

continent of Africa where one is already raging. However, Scheff and The Independent 

greatly mischaracterize the statements by the WHO. Despite the WHO’s statement of 

clarification, Scheff still sees the admission as an example of years of deception on the 

part of the WHO. As Scheff explains,  

So, do you still believe the WHO, and the medical authorities when they talk 
about AIDS? Despite their incredible, world-changing lies and deceptions, 
advertising campaigns and persecution of dissenting scientists, do you still believe 
them when they say that AIDS is still a sex-disease, but now, only if you’re 
Black, gay or poor enough?  
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 Scheff utilizes De Cock’s statement’s to argue that this is just another loophole in 

the WHO’s argumentation and that the WHO is being deceptive about HIV/AIDS 

transmission. Scheff is obviously arguing on the side of the disadvantage that he claims 

are being targeted by the AIDS machine. Scheff argues that false HIV testing which 

produces false positives more often than true positives in heterosexuals propagates the 

myth of a global AIDS pandemic. He states,  

The answer to the riddle may be found in the actual cause of “HIV” – namely, 
“HIV testing.” Figure out who is tested, how the tests work (or, more to the point, 
how they don’t work), and who the tests are said to be accurate for, and you’ll get 
an understanding of how the “AIDS” diagnosis – now, no better than a brand 
name applied to poverty and drug addiction – actually works. 
 
The deployment of conspiracy theories such as this about the scientific 

community and HIV/AIDS creates a rift in the public imaginary such that everything 

assumed to be true about HIV/AIDS comes into question. As De Cock feared, any 

revision to the threat of the AIDS virus would be used as evidence of conspiracy. Scheff 

contends: 

But, regardless of past and current performance (and admissions of outright 
massive fraud), the authorities at the WHO and UNAIDS still want you to believe 
them, when they talk about AIDS, Bird Flu, Sars, and other advertised but not 
achieved super-pandemics. 

The insistence that what is known to be “true” regarding HIV/AIDS is actually 

false rhetorically destabilizes the state of “AIDS”—making it elusive and malleable. As 

O’Neill from the Guardian writes, “It is time to recognize [sic] that the AIDS scare was 

one of the most distorted, duplicitous and cynical public health panics of the past 30 

years.” Discourse such as this destabilizes the reliability and truthfulness of science and 
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inquiry surrounding HIV/AIDS. As a result AIDS is signified in multiple and competing 

ways. As Lacan has suggested, floating signifiers have no clear point of reference and as 

a result can be filled with the meaning in which an observer wishes to fill.21 AIDS is 

always fixed to something but that something always changes. Moreover, AIDS is always 

operating in the service of interests even if the interests it is in service of change. While 

AIDS signification floats, it is contingently fixed, but not essentially.  

In the case of the WHO controversy, HIV/AIDS is signified as everything and 

nothing, making it possible for rhetors to conceptualize the disease however they want or 

need it to be. Such destabilization obviously makes it difficult to distinguish fact from 

fiction. Scheff can constitute AIDS as a deceptive war against minorities; others, as will 

be shown in the next section, can argue that HIV/AIDS is punishment for deviant 

behavior. The mystification of HIV/AIDS that occurs in public controversies such as this 

is convenient for those rhetors that have an interest in upholding heteronormativity. As 

Sherry Wolf argues, those who have a vested interest in the market economy also have an 

interest in maintenance of heteronormativity.22 There is a consistent pattern of dominant 

interests and values served through the propagation of narratives about HIV/AIDS as an 

affliction only occurring within minority or disadvantaged populations. The WHO 

admission ultimately reifies master narratives about these minority cultures, as well as 

constitutes an absence of heterosexuality. It is the phenomenon of the heterosexual 

absence that I will explore next.  
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HETEROSEXUAL ABSENCE 
Now that we have explored how the publics’ skepticism toward science is 

cultivated in ways that destabilize and restabilize HIV/AIDS, we can explore the 

signification of “heterosexuality” in the controversy. I argue in this section that the 

rhetoric of the WHO controversy enables heterosexuality to operate as an invisible center 

to discourse about HIV/AIDS as well as a floating signifier that excludes subject 

positions, which are associated with race, class, gender and geography. Throughout the 

controversy, the heterosexual population operates as synecdoche for the “general 

population,” enabling heterosexuality to operate as an invisible center to discourse about 

AIDS.  However, despite being so universalized that it is “everywhere,” heterosexuality 

is also constituted as strangely exclusive, as middle-class Western males operate as a 

symbolic referent for heterosexuality. Ultimately the absence and presence of 

heterosexuality delegitamizes minority and disadvantaged populations, and 

simultaneously constitutes HIV/AIDS as exclusively their problem.  

This discourse rhetorically situates gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals as 

outside the “general population” of heterosexuals. As Brendan O’Neill of The Guardian 

writes,  

After 25 years of official scaremongering about western societies being 
ravaged by the disease – with salacious, tombstone-illustrated government 
propaganda warning people to wear a condom or "die of ignorance" – the 
head of the World Health Organisation's [sic] HIV/AIDS department says 
there is no need for heterosexuals to fret.23  

There are several things going on in this passage. Initially, O’Neill never refers 

directly to the “heterosexual community” opting instead to use the term “general 

population” to describe heterosexual individuals who will no longer be affected by 
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HIV/AIDS. Throughout the controversy the term “general population” is often used as a 

default to describe the heterosexual population. At the beginning of the AIDS crisis in the 

1980’s the term “general population” was also used to distinguish high “risk groups” 

from “everyone else.” Although the term has become relatively obscure in public 

discussions of HIV/AIDS, in the WHO controversy, terms such as “general population,” 

“ordinary people,” and “normal populations” stand in for the “heterosexual population.”  

Both Pisani and Chan began this trend by referring to the heterosexual population as 

“ordinary people.”  

It must be noted that O’Neill’s aggression towards HIV/AIDS campaigning may 

be specific to the UK’s response to AIDS in the 1980s. O’Neill suggests that it was not 

because of the UK’s aggressive pro-condom “propaganda” that an epidemic never 

materialized among heterosexuals, but that it was always a “glorious myth,” which “was 

the product of "misunderstanding or deliberate distortions of HIV epidemiology by 

UNAIDS and other AIDS activists.” Despite very real differences in the way the United 

Kingdom and the United States dealt with the AIDS “scare” of the 1980’s—O’Neill 

suggests that the lack of materialization proves that HIV/AIDS was never, and will never 

be a “heterosexual” problem. However, the differences between the UK and the United 

States AIDS campaigns can help explain why in the UK the heterosexual infection rate is 

much lower outside of injection-drug users and sex workers. While in the U.S. minority 

heterosexual populations—who have never been exposed to grand scale pro-condom 

AIDS campaigns in the same way as in the UK—have seen a growth in the number of 

HIV infections.24  
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This fact has not halted declarations of the end of the AIDS pandemic, however. 

Media continue to proclaim the alleged immunity of the heterosexual population. The 

Dallas Morning News reported on June 16th, 2008 that, “Good news, for once, on the 

AIDS front: The world will not see a global pandemic.”25 The ease through which 

authors utilized the information to talk about the heterosexual population as though they 

are the entire population is extraordinary. The construction of heterosexuality as the 

“general population” positions it as the invisible center of society. Similar to the concept 

of “whiteness” in critical race studies, heterosexuality becomes both absent and center—

both nowhere and everywhere. Rhetorically, heterosexuals are constituted as immune 

from AIDS—a powerful articulation for a disease that does not biologically discriminate.  

It is through the discussion of “high risk groups” that the discourse constructs a 

heterosexual point of reference as a generality, while also, ironically, specifying 

heterosexuality in strange ways. As Brouwer has noted, at the beginning of the AIDS 

crisis, the CDC named four primary groups, which were the most “at risk” to infection: 

homosexuals, heroin users, hemophiliacs, and Haitians. The “risk groups” model was 

useful during the early years of the epidemic because it helped focus prevention efforts, 

but as Brouwer notes, “the concept of “risk group” required a purported antithesis of “the 

general population,” a community dangerously lured into a false sense of security about 

its risk.”26  

In the WHO controversy, this targeting of “risk groups” is justified by citing the 

necessity for “focused prevention” and smart spending. Paul Thomas reported in The 

New Zealand Herald on June 21st, 2008 that “Contrary to what we’ve been told for years 

in government-funded scare campaigns, non-African heterosexual men and women who 
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aren’t resolutely monogamous are not playing Russian roulette.”27 Rather than 

acknowledging that the spread of infection in any heterosexual community is evidence to 

the contrary of their claims African heterosexuals are a different “breed” more 

susceptible to transmission. Moreover, the reporting suggests that it is the nature of high-

risk groups lead to their infection. There is often only brief mention of individuals getting 

HIV/AIDS through drug use or random contact with a “black” person. As O’Neill writes, 

“In Britain, most of the small-scale spread of "heterosexual Aids" has been a result of 

infected individuals arriving from Africa.”28 Darsey contends that, “Homosexuals and 

‘primitive peoples’ are groups that the white majority population is likely to hold in 

suspicion, attributing any problems of the group first to the moral shortcomings of the 

group members themselves and of the second group to their innate inferiority.”29 As The 

Economist reported on June 7th, 2008 that in Africa “There are married sugar-daddies 

with teenage girlfriends; lorry drivers and mine workers, who spend weeks or months 

away from home; wives whose husbands spend weeks or months away from home in 

lorries or mines.”30 HIV/AIDS infection inside of the heterosexual population is 

explained away as a “cultural thing.” The Dallas Morning News also reports on June 16th, 

2008 states,  

The risk does remain high among gay men, IV drug users, prostitutes and 
heterosexuals in sub-Saharan Africa. Why there and not elsewhere? It apparently 
has to do with cultural practices especially having multiple concurrent sexual 
partners and widespread herpes infections, which cause open sores that help 
transmit HIV.31 
 
Publications including Africa News, the National Post, and others all reported that 

“cultural differences” and practices explain the inequities in infection rates. 

Heterosexuals who engage in “ordinary” sex are safe from infection. It is suggested that 
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if you are deviant you are not deemed a heterosexual, and you are also at fault for 

contracting diseases. As Steven Seidman argues, “Sex laws and policies are guided by a 

norm of the good sexual citizen. By criminalizing and disenfranchising certain sex acts, 

identities, or intimate arrangements, the state helps to create a sexual hierarchy.”32 By 

“proving” that only gay, poor, black, non-Western, drug users can contract HIV/AIDS—

heterosexuality is constructed and formulated as those who are either white, middle and 

upper class, Western, straight, and moral. Such a formulation ignores very real 

complexities within both the heterosexual “community” and the HIV/AIDS population. 

Not only does this serve to symbolically exorcize heterosexuality from HIV/AIDS, but 

heterosexuals with HIV from heterosexuality.  

It is clear that “heterosexuality” operates in this discourse as a floating signifier—

it is destabilized and as such cannot be attached to any essential referent. But even if 

heterosexuality does not have an essentially fixed referent it always has a degree of 

stability in any given historical moment. These momentary stabilizations of the term have 

material consequences. In the present case, the category “heterosexuality” excludes 

subject positions associated with minority race, low class, already-infected, and 

populations in poor nations. If “heterosexuality” is a floating signifier, and the “general 

population” is rhetorically constituted as a Western heterosexual, then the rhetorical 

signification of the “general population” excludes millions of Americans, and billions of 

individuals throughout the world.  

In the WHO/UNAIDS controversy, heterosexuality is signified as everywhere and 

nowhere. It is centralized and used as the referent for generalness, while also operating as 

an absent signifier that excludes individuals based on more than just their sexual 
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orientation. Such destabilization allows “heterosexuality” to function as a floating 

signifier, opening it up to capture and deployment in commercial media by hegemonic 

groups in society. Rhetorically, “heterosexuality” or the “general population” can be 

resignifed, resulting in material consequences for those individuals who are left out of the 

formulation.   

The WHO controversy rhetorically constitutes immunity for the heterosexual 

community from HIV/AIDS; the risk of being infected is reverted to nothing more than a 

personal and private decision to engage in “high risk” acts. Berlant and Warner have 

argued that one of “the unforeseen paradoxes of national-capitalist privatization has been 

that citizens have been led through heterosexual culture to identify both themselves and 

their politics with privacy.”33 As an editorial in the National Post on June 11th, 2008 

commented:  

As Africans fight their own cultural, legal, and medical battles, the West cannot 
afford to remain complacent. Dr. de Cock observes that HIV is still spreading as 
fast as ever amongst sexually active gay men—who may be said to have their own 
intractable and risky cultural traditions—in the industrialized world. ‘It is 
astonishing how badly we have done with men who have sex with men,’ he says. 
‘It is something that is going to have to be discussed much more rigorously.’ 
 Yet, as anyone who has visited a gay neighborhood recently will know, it 
is hard to imagine how gay men could possibly be inundated with more 
information and warnings about HIV than they already get on a daily basis from 
their community institutions. Anecdotally, there is evidence that HIV is simply 
being taken a lot less seriously amongst gay men, now that AIDS is considered a 
chronic disease, almost a curable one, rather than a uniformly fatal terror. 
 
HIV infection is formulated as a private and avoidable choice that should be 

relegated to the private sphere, since public interventions ostensibly do not work. This 

privatization of intimacy and sexuality has unforeseen consequences for the politics of 

disease. Relinquishing HIV/AIDS to the private sector does little more than bring the 



 53 

“band back on” to play straight through the second wave of HIV/AIDS outbreaks in poor 

and minority communities in the United States and abroad.  

Uncovering the very complex ways in which heterosexism ideologically and 

rhetorically operates is paramount in a project seeking to create equity and equality in our 

world. Those who are left out of “heterosexuality” are often also left out of research, 

funding, and publicity. As Sherry Wolfe has argued, heterosexism is ideologically linked 

to dominant values and interests, which restrict sexual behavior as a form of class 

domination. Heterosexuality, as shown through the WHO/UNAIDS controversy, is not 

constituted merely by sex acts, but sex acts in relation to a myriad of disadvantaged 

cultural markers such as race, gender, geography, and socio-economic status. Even 

though the meaning of heterosexuality and AIDS are destabilized and enabled to function 

as floating signifiers, their signification in this particular historical moment is fixed to 

referents that support and reify dominant ideology and values.  

It is important that I explore precisely how dominant values and norms are reified. 

More specifically, I examine the implementation of reverse victimization in the discourse 

of the WHO/UNAIDS controversy. Reverse victimization functions to frame the 

GLTBTQ community as vilified scapegoats who are to blame for punishing 

heterosexuals. By casting heterosexuals as “victims,” homophobia is legitimized as an act 

of dissent and rebellion against oppression. It is this important and troubling rhetorical 

mechanism, which will be taken up in the following chapter.   
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Chapter 3: “AIDS is a Gay Disease”: Homophobia and Reverse 
Victimization 

 

When the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Center decided to launch a $50,000 print 

ad and billboard campaign in 2004 featuring the slogan, “HIV is a gay disease. Own it—

End it,” they may or may not have anticipated the incredible outcry that it would produce. 

The advertising campaign was shocking precisely because it was the antithesis of the 

famous slogan from the 1980s “AIDS is not a gay disease,” which was designed to 

combat the popular and misguided belief that only gay people could contract HIV/AIDS. 

The campaign intended to highlight the growing number of infections that still plague the 

gay community throughout the United States, but particularly in Los Angeles where 

about 75 percent of men living with HIV are gay or bi-sexual.1  

The initiative was highly criticized, and eventually was suspended. But not before 

being seized by conservative outlets that wished to utilize the “admission” to prove that 

the gay lifestyle is dangerously deadly and should be stopped.2 Despite the fact that the 

campaign was not suggesting that AIDS was solely a gay disease, many saw the 

admission as a triumph for those who see AIDS as the “gay plague.” Similar to the WHO 

controversy, the L.A. Gay and Lesbian Center’s campaign incited public responses, 

which revealed homophobic articulations of HIV/AIDS.  

In the previous chapter, I argued that AIDS and heterosexuality are enabled to 

operate as floating signifiers through the destabilization of meaning while simultaneously 

reifying master narratives about HIV/AIDS. The destabilization present within the 
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controversy enables these concepts to take on new and peculiar meanings. In this chapter 

I continue my investigation of the 2008 WHO/UNAIDS controversy, and the ways in 

which it works to ambivalently reify homophobic assumptions about HIV/AIDS. I am 

particularly examining responses to The Independent’s story, and how Dr. De Cock’s 

alleged exoneration of heterosexuals from the discourse of HIV/AIDS facilitates a 

homophobic impulse in discourse, which enables homophobia to be more overt and 

acceptable in public dialogue.  

 More specifically, I argue that homophobia becomes more acceptable in public 

discourse surrounding the WHO controversy because the gay population is cast as being 

in cahoots with “evil” governments, and the “money-hungry” AIDS industry who are 

working to hoodwink the “general population.” This occurs by casting heterosexuals or 

the “general population” as innocent victims, and scapegoating AIDS campaigns and gay 

activists as manipulative actors. Through this formulation, the gay population is 

rhetorically stripped of their “minority” status. By flipping who is “oppressed” the 

discourse within the WHO/UNAIDS controversy legitimizes homophobia as an act of 

rebellion against domination and subjugation. The instability of AIDS as signifier allows 

for a discourse of reverse victimization to emerge from the WHO controversy..  

Kenneth Burke argues that humans are symbol making and using animals that 

obtain victim status through the vilification of a scapegoat. It is in the symbolic sacrifice 

of the scapegoat that humans can symbolically “wipe the slate” clean.3 Bryan McCann 

and Charles J. Sykes have both argued that there is a rhetorically powerful ethos 

connected to victimhood “which [is] pervasive in American political and popular culture, 

as virtually any given public becomes anxious to lay claim to the role of the <victim> as 
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a means of acquiring credibility.”4 In his exploration of the <victim> ideograph, McCann 

highlights the very complex ways in which individuals struggle over claiming 

<victim>hood as a method of acquiring sympathetic credibility. It is because of 

victimhood’s peculiar rhetorical and emotional appeals that it serves as such a powerful 

and persuasive strategy. Moreover, reverse victimization as a rhetorical device is 

particularly potent because of the slippery and complex ways that victimhood is 

“flipped,” and minority status is both subverted and utilized.  

In this chapter, I will first, outline how the “general population” is characterized 

as being made up of innocent victims of the “AIDS machine.” Next, I will show how gay 

activists, AIDS organizations, and government officials are depicted as being in a 

questionable collaboration that wrongfully deceives heterosexuals. Finally, I will 

examine how this reverse victimization functions as a subtle and divisive rhetorical 

strategy that legitimizes homophobia as an act of dissent.   

THE FRAMING OF HETEROSEXUAL VICTIM-HOOD 
In order to rhetorically constitute the general population as oppressed and the 

GLBTQ community as the “oppressors,” heterosexuals are framed as innocent victims of 

a dubious and fear-ridden campaign designed to “democratize” AIDS. This rhetoric is 

channeled through the expression of anger over two major effects that this 

democratization has had on the “general population.” First, the “doom and gloom” 

rhetoric of AIDS campaigns directed at the heterosexual community functions to restrict 

heterosexual sexuality. Second, the “AIDS machine” has wasted billions of dollars in its 
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misplaced campaign, while distracting from other “worthy” diseases. It is through the 

implementation of these two discourses that heterosexuals are cast as innocent victims.  

Initially, heterosexuals are framed as victims of a campaign designed to restrict 

their sexuality. As the National Post reported on June 11th 2008, “An entire generation of 

young adults absorbed the warning and lived in continual dread, unaware that ordinary 

heterosexual liaisons are, in fact, relatively safe. Millions, perhaps billions were spent and 

are still being spent, educating young people who were never in danger of epidemic.” 

Ironically, the charge that the state seeks to regulate sex has traditionally been a left-wing 

political stance. Gay activists have long contended that the states intervention in sexual 

matters is oppressive. Elizabeth Bernstein and Laurie Schaffner argue in their book 

Regulating Sex: The Politics of Intimacy and Identity, that the state does have a sexual 

agenda.5 This agenda becomes clear when looking to 2008 victories in California, 

Arizona, and Florida, where state constitutional amendments were passed that ban gay 

marriage. However, within the WHO/UNAIDS controversy it is argued that AIDS 

campaigns were a mechanism utilized by the state to sexually restrict heterosexuals. As 

Brendan O’Neill writes in the Guardian:  

Through baseless fear mongering, officials sought to police and regulate 
the behaviour [sic] of the public. No longer able to appeal to outdated 
Victorian ideals of chastity or restraint, the powers-that-be used the 
spectre [sic] of an AIDS calamity to terrify us into behaving "responsibly" 
in sexual and social matters.6  
 

 O’Neill contends that public officials, in order to constrain and control the 

public’s sexual behavior, utilized AIDS campaigns to scare people into chastity. O’Neill, 

who is writing for a publication in the United Kingdom, refers to the unappealing 

“Victorian ideals” that the government wished to spread and suggests that AIDS was 
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seized as a useful weapon against modern promiscuity. O’Neill had previously mentioned 

the UK’s “don’t die of ignorance” campaigns which he explains were misplaced “fear 

mongering” campaigns designed to keep the public in line with outdated social standards. 

Since AIDS was seen as a death sentence, many campaigns during the 1980’s used fear-

instilling images to raise awareness. The campaigns in the UK, however, promoted safe 

sex through condom use and not chastity. Moreover, it was found in 2004 that despite 

early and heavy saturation of AIDS campaigns in the UK, the public was still under-

informed about AIDS.7 Despite this fact, O’Neill still frames the “democratization” of 

AIDS as a moral crusade against “straight” sexuality.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the fear instilling rhetoric that was present 

in public AIDS campaigns in the UK and Australia was not occurring in all developed or 

developing countries. Both China and the United States took nearly a decade to develop 

responses to the epidemic. However, hindsight is twenty-twenty since it is impossible to 

know what the status of AIDS would be without “democratizing” rhetoric. We cannot 

know if rates of infection would be as low as they are in heterosexual populations 

throughout Western countries if campaigns had not spread the word that heterosexuals 

were in fact susceptible to infection.  

Yet, throughout the responses to the controversy writers often lament the use of 

fear instilling imagery, which attempted to purposefully deceive heterosexuals into 

believing that sex was deadly. Fumento writes in the National Post on July 7th, 2008 that, 

The effort to “democratize” AIDS dates back to the mid-1980s, when the media 
and health officials began a desperate and concerted effort to divert attention and 
make it seem everyone was at risk. The 1985 Life magazine cover, blaring “Now 
No One Is Safe From AIDS” in huge red letters, represents this effort. Surgeon 
general Everett Koop coined the term ‘heterosexual AIDS explosion’ in 1987, 



 61 

while, in 1993, health and human services secretary Donna Shalala told Congress 
that AIDS may leave “nobody left.”8 
 
Both the “don’t die of ignorance” campaign and the Life magazine cover 

exemplify the panic that was present during the 1980s regarding HIV/AIDS. At the 

beginning of the epidemic uncertainty and fear was present in AIDS rhetoric because 

there was uncertainty and fear surrounding the disease.9 Yet, writers such as Fumento 

utilize the “doom and gloom” AIDS rhetoric of the 1980s to prove that the global fight 

against AIDS from the start was a deceptive campaign designed to restrict heterosexual 

behavior.  

In an article entitled, “AIDS Machine Grinds to a Halt,” Liam Scheff reported on 

June 11th, 2008 in GNN that, “And all the kids screwing themselves silly in their college 

dorms can stop worrying about the sex lives of Africans.”10 Here Scheff asserts that 

Western heterosexuals can begin to practice their sexuality without worry since the AIDS 

myth has been exposed and AIDS is now recognized as purely an African heterosexual 

problem. Throughout the controversy, it is articulated that Africans are more susceptible 

to the disease because of their sex practices (non-monogamy, multiple partners). 

However, it is peculiar that the rhetoric charges that sex is being wrongfully restricted 

while simultaneously citing the West’s “culture of monogamy” as justification for 

heterosexual resistance to the epidemic. Despite being the cultural behavior that “saved” 

them from pandemic, heterosexuals are cast as victims who were unnecessarily denied 

“carefree” sex.  

But it is not just restricted sexual practices which are utilized to formulate the 

heterosexual populations “victim” status in the controversy, authors also cited the billions 
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of dollars which have been wasted educating them when they were not at risk as 

regrettable carnage. As one author lamented after posting The Independent article on a 

current events blog: “How many billions have been wasted on this “misplaced” 

campaign? Where is the outrage?”11 Dr. James Chin and Dr. Elizabeth Pisani’s findings 

attempt to prove that the misspent money was actually killing the minorities who AIDS 

activists supposedly protected. As Pisani argues in a June 16th, 2008 editorial in The 

Times, that she hopes the WHO would “agree to focus prevention outside of Africa on the 

people who need it most, instead of throwing away money on multisectoral [sic] planning 

jamborees and programmes [sic] for schoolgirls.”12  

But it was not just that money was being wrongfully utilized by being directed at 

the heterosexual population who was not at risk, it is also argued that money spent on 

AIDS is money not spent on more “deserving” diseases which not only take more lives 

but are curable. In an article for the British medical journal The Lancet, Dr. Richard 

England argues that while we were misspending billions of dollars on the fight against 

AIDS, other health crises were being ignored.13 Chin and Pisani originally utilized this 

argument to say that other diseases which killed millions of children worldwide, like 

tuberculosis and malaria, were being neglected because of the attention given to the 

global fight against AIDS. An editorial in The Dallas Morning News states that, “The 

world spends far more money fighting AIDS than it does on combating disease and 

conditions like the lack of clean water that kill vastly more people…Science, not politics, 

should guide the world’s response.”14 However, the discourse of “misspent money” 

constructs AIDS as undeserving while presenting other diseases as righteous and 

“worthy.” 
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It is through the discourse of restricted and regulated sex as well as misspent 

money that the “general population” is cast as a set of innocent victims of the global 

AIDS campaign’s deceptive rhetoric. The suggestion that there was “purposeful 

deception” being done is the subject of my next section. The scapegoating of gay activists 

and AIDS campaigns helps to solidify the “general populations” status as “oppressed.”  

THE MINORITY SCAPEGOAT 
In A Rhetoric of Motives, Kenneth Burke argues that humans are symbol-making 

and -using animals rotten with perfection. It is because of our desire for perfection that 

we have a natural longing to be cleansed of our guilt for not being perfect. As he states, 

“There is a principle of perfection implicit in the nature of symbol systems; and in 

keeping with his nature as symbol-using animal, man is moved by this principle.”15 

Burke argues that “cleanliness” can be achieved and guilt cleared by the symbolic 

offering up of a consubstantial scapegoat.16 He explains, 

The principle of perfection in this dangerous sense derives sustenance 
from other primary aspects of symbolicity.  Thus, the principle of drama is 
implicit in the idea of action, and the principle of victimage is implicit in 
the nature of drama.  The negative helps radically to define the elements to 
be victimized.  And inasmuch as substitution is a prime resource of 
symbol systems, the conditions are set for catharsis and scapegoat 
(including the ‘natural’ invitation to ‘project’ upon the enemy any 
troublesome traits of our own that we would negate).17  
 

Since humans are predisposed to feel guilt, they find ways to overcome that quilt 

by transferring or projecting their guilt on to another vessel—the scapegoat. Burke argues 

that individuals “wipe the slate clean” through the process of scapegoating.18 It is through 

this process that we are able to construct an identity that is in dialectical opposition to the 

scapegoat. In the case of the WHO controversy, heterosexual or the “general population” 
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(the dominant identity) who has suffered attacks since the 1980s from the activists for not 

adequately addressing the AIDS epidemic is able to frame themselves as victims of a 

vilified scapegoat.  

By casting gay activists, government officials, and the scientific community as 

manipulative actors, the heterosexual population is able to claim “victim” status. This 

happens by first, constructing AIDS campaigns as purposeful crusade; and second, 

fastening gay activists as manipulative actors who worked alongside the scientific 

community and governments in deceiving the “general population.” Once gay activists 

are framed as being in cahoots with the government in a secret and devious partnership, 

heterosexuals are able to identify as victims of governmental and social oppression and 

the GLBTQ community becomes the scapegoat who is blamed.  

Initially, the rhetors found specific ways of talking about AIDS activists and 

organizations, which articulate a knowing and purposeful deception on the behalf of the 

campaigns. Whether referred to as a “moral crusade,” “the exploitation of AIDS,” or the 

“AIDS machine”—public AIDS campaigns are constituted as sinister actors which 

sought to fear monger the “general population” into conforming and changing behavior. 

Dr. Richard England even states that, “The global HIV industry is too big and out of 

control. We have created a monster with too many vested interests and reputations at 

stake.”19 The global fight against AIDS is presented as an organized and decisive plan to 

deceive the public. The Guardian reports,  

They ruthlessly sought to silence anyone who questioned them. Those who 
challenged the idea that Aids [sic] would devour sexually promiscuous young 
people and transform once-civilised western societies into diseased dystopias 
were denounced as "AIDS deniers" and "heretics". Anyone who suggested that 
homosexuals were at greater risk than heterosexuals – and therefore the focus of 
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government funding and, where necessary, medical assistance should be in gay 
communities – was denounced as homophobic. Nothing could be allowed to stand 
in the way of the glorious moral effort to make everyone submit to the sexual and 
moral conformism of the AIDS crusaders.20 
 
Here, the author refers to global AIDS campaigns, gay activists, and government 

officials as “they.” Together “they” are a cohesive group who conspired to silence those 

who disagreed. Not only did the crusade seek to control the behavior of the public, but it 

also denounced critics by inciting that they were homophobic. The editorial continues by 

placing AIDS campaigns and policy into the hands of the “powers-that-be” which 

suggests that there is a state apparatus of control which is working alongside AIDS 

campaigns to deceive heterosexuals. The articles explains that, “No longer able to appeal 

to outdated Victorian ideals of chastity or restraint, the powers-that-be used the spectre 

[sic] of an AIDS calamity to terrify us into behaving "responsibly" in sexual and social 

matters.”21 It is because of this purposeful deception that the author argues that “It is time 

to recognise [sic] that the Aids scare was one of the most distorted, duplicitous and 

cynical public health panics of the past 30 years.”22  

Moreover, the discourse blames gay activists for inflicting monetary burdens and 

unnecessary education on the “general population” to avoid bearing the burden of 

stigmatization surrounding AIDS. O’Neill wrote in The Guardian that the gay population 

had acted maliciously and manipulatively alongside the government towards the “general 

population.” He writes that the government was 

aided and abetted by the rump of the radical left. Gay rights campaigners, 
feminists and left-leaning health and social workers stood shoulder-to-shoulder, 
first with the Tories and later with Labour, in spreading the "glorious myth" of a 
possible future Aids pandemic. An unholy alliance of old-style, prudish 
conservatives and post-radical, lifestyle-obsessed leftists latched on to Aids as a 
disease that might provide them with a sense of moral purpose.23 
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Peter Smith, a writer for the American conservative news outlet Lifesitenews.com, 

suggests along with others that the “AIDS Machine” is a purposeful campaign on behalf 

of homosexuals to get more funding from the public, and in the process legitimize 

homosexual behavior. If heterosexuals were not included, they argue, funding would be 

drastically decreased. As Smith explains,  

Promoting the strategy of universal prevention is also recognized as having been 
one of the most successful ways that homosexual activists capitalized [sic] on the 
impending AIDS pandemic to make the general public sympathetic to their cause 
and to launch them from political obscurity to their current elevated status. 
Although the AIDS "pandemic" among heterosexuals may now have disappeared, 
its political usefulness has also since disappeared, with homosexual activists now 
aggressively changing marriage laws worldwide.24  

 
Gay activists are positioned as manipulative actors, who sought admission into the 

“general population” through capitalizing on and exploiting the AIDS scare. AIDS 

activists and the GLBTQ community used, exploited, and manipulated AIDS, according 

to Smith, in order to elevate their social status and legitimize their behavior in public 

culture. Moreover, Smith connects the exploitation of AIDS to the fight to legalize gay 

marriage—constructing a “homosexual agenda” which is unknowingly being thrust on 

innocent heterosexuals. It is clear now that by framing the GLBTQ community as being 

“in bed” with the government and AIDS campaigns in a deceptive campaign against 

heterosexuals, the “general population” is symbolized as innocent victims persecuted 

through the “exploitation of AIDS.” It is through this formulation that “victimhood” is 

reversed.  
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REVERSE VICTIMIZATION  
This discussion of how the WHO/UNAIDS controversy works to rhetorically 

situate heterosexuality in a minority posture by framing the GLBTQ community as 

dominant oppressors makes it clear that through reverse victimization homophobic 

discourse is legitimized through the casting of the gay community as sinister actors intent 

on infringing on the good will of ordinary people through the “exploitation of AIDS.”  

The rhetoric of reverse victimization is particularly commanding because of the 

peculiar orientation that it assumes. On face value, it seems as though this populist 

rhetoric is fighting on behalf of the oppressed. Rhetors within the WHO controversy 

claim that they are “fighting against” government corruption, and working in the interests 

of the “high-risk” groups who have been neglected through failed AIDS policies.  

However, it covertly works in the interests of dominant ideologies and values which are 

homophobic in nature. Therefore, reverse victimization is able to function far more 

clandestinely than traditional conservative or homophobic rhetoric.  

For example, the Family Research Council, a conservative family research group, 

latched on to Dr. de Cock’s admission that he had known the strategies of the WHO and 

UNAIDS were not targeting the right groups. As their published response explains, “In 

other words: We couldn't tell the truth, because it might have made people think there is 

something wrong with homosexuality, prostitution, and drug use.”25 In this instance, the 

homophobic nature of the Family Research Council is framed as acceptable because the 

“truth” has revealed that heterosexuals are the “real” victims. 
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One of 300 online respondents to the editorial published in The Guardian explains 

that, “To make sure that homosexuals weren’t ‘stigmatized’ we played down the risk of 

real and serious threats to their lives. We just want ‘em to quit screwin’ each other in the 

butt—liberals are making them die.”26 Here, the AIDS industry is presented as being 

plagued by a left wing “political correctness” which is actually killing gay individuals.  

Throughout the controversy, organizations are accused of sacrificing the truth for 

political correctness, a type of discourse which is framed as being harmful to the minority 

groups it claims to protect. In this instance homophobic discourse is allowed because it is 

disguised as being in the interests of those who are oppressed.  

Through the articulation of gay activists as manipulative actors, we can see that 

the controversy does facilitate a homophobic impulse, or a recoding of discourse, which 

enables homophobia to be more overt and acceptable in public dialogue. The impulse 

enables individual rhetors to disregard rules of decorum, since such decorum is now 

framed as a form of political correctness “perpetuated” by global AIDS campaigns, and 

tell the reconfigured “truth” about AIDS and the gay community. Since AIDS campaigns 

and the claims of gay activists have been shown to be dubious and unreliable—

homophobic discourse makes its way to the forefront of the public conversations about 

AIDS. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 

My first encounter with information about HIV/AIDS—through the popular MTV 

reality series The Real World San Francisco—occurred the summer before I entered the 

fifth grade. That season, one of the show’s cast members, Pedro Zemora, was dying of 

AIDS. I had a special empathy for Pedro—as I am sure many people who watched the 

show did. I stayed up all night that summer watching late-night reruns of the show and 

sobbing in the living room of my parent’s house as his health declined as the show’s 

season progressed.  

When Pedro died at the end of the season, AIDS became the ultimate signifier of 

difference for me—it could not be cured or taken back, and it was not something that 

politicians could reform their way out of. It is a mark that no one can see, but it also can 

never be hidden. It was through this first encounter with media representations of AIDS 

that I became interested in how both diseased and gay bodies offer very public as well as 

private articulations of identity and difference. The larger question driving this project is 

how and in what ways rhetoric formulates “risk.” Understanding articulations of identity 

and difference in relation to HIV/AIDS is necessary in a project seeking to uncover how 

people come to believe that they are or are not at risk of HIV infection. Public knowledge 

of the infection is crafted and circulated in ways that are never neutral. Thus, we must 

attend to scientific discourse about AIDS as a rhetorical, ideological production. 

Two and a half decades since its discovery, HIV/AIDS drugs are more effective; 

however, the infection rate continues to climb. Former President George W. Bush 
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launched PERFAR, an international initiative to reduce AIDS infections in Africa, while 

Black women are becoming increasingly more susceptible to infection here at home. 

Even though needle exchange programs have greatly helped stop the spread of HIV in 

other developed nations, the United States refuses to implement them. Moreover, 

“abstinence only” sex education is politically popular, even though research shows that it 

is ineffective at preventing teen sexual activity, pregnancy, and the transmission of STIs 

(sexually transmitted infections), including HIV/AIDS. Furthermore, targeting only “high 

risk groups” does not reduce the overall rate of infection or the spread of HIV/AIDS. In 

the US, the same bad policies created in the 1980s continue to guide federal action.1  

The WHO controversy is another chapter of this story, one that ideologically 

justifies the stigmatization of gay men and public ignorance about heterosexual infection. 

In this thesis, I have contended that the 2008 WHO/UN AIDS story, in original reports 

and media coverage, worked together to rhetorically exonerate heterosexuals from 

HIV/AIDS while reifying homophobic and morally righteous ideology about HIV/AIDS 

and homosexuality. I have argued that this process occurs through the production of 

ambivalent and destabilized knowledge about AIDS that covertly reflects the values and 

beliefs of the dominant class in society, named in the rhetoric as the “general population.”  

This labeling renders heterosexuality normative and symbolically immune from 

HIV/AIDS and its corollary stigma. The destabilization of meaning of HIV/AIDS and 

heterosexuality throughout the controversy’s rhetoric produced literally unsettling 

significations reifying homophobic, racist, and classist ideology. “AIDS,” 

“heterosexuality,” and even victimhood and minority status were destabilized and 

resignified in a rhetoric that benefited from its status as science even as it rendered past 
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science suspect as ideological. I aim for my analysis to make three significant 

contributions, both theoretical and methodological, to the critical study of science-based 

controversies, AIDS, and rhetoric. 

First, I believe that the concept of reverse victimization is a useful tool for other 

critics engaging texts which have peculiar orientations to dominant oppression. As 

articulated, reverse victimization is the process through which dominant groups take on a 

victimized posture, switching places with previously defined minority groups (whose 

claim to victim-status is empirically more reasonable). For example, in the 

WHO/UNAIDS controversy, heterosexuals take on a victimized posture by arguing that 

the “democratization of AIDS” is wrongfully enabling state apparatuses to regulate 

heterosexual sex. A similar posture can be found in anti-affirmative-action rhetoric, 

where the workplace equality policy is often cited as being “reverse-racism” against 

whites. Other scholars could explore how reverse victimization operates within this and 

other discourses that assert dominant values in disguise as minority rhetoric.  

Second, my analysis critically engages James Darsey’s assertion that scientific 

arguments should be understood as conspiracy narratives serving public surveillance. As 

was shown through my analysis, Darsey’s suggestion that the public should reclaim 

ownership of scientific knowledge is democratizing. However, understanding the 

production of knowledge as in terms of conspiracy can be problematic. Primarily, there 

are clear material implications for any type of destabilization that enables signifiers to be 

signified as ambivalent. In the WHO controversy, conspiracy narratives inspire this 

troubling destabilization. I am by no means suggesting that the public should not have 

control over master discourses, such as science and technology, which dictate large 
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sections of public life. On the contrary, the public should be wary of any discourse 

controlled by a few elite “experts.” John Dewey has argued expertise is problematic in 

democracy because “No government by experts in which the masses do not have the 

chance to inform the experts as to their needs can be anything but an oligarchy managed 

in the interests of the few. …The world has suffered more from leaders and authorities 

than from the masses.”2 It is in the interests of the masses to account for the interests 

served by reinforcing and destabilizing scientific narratives. The interests of ordinary 

people are not being served when the dominant class in contemporary capitalism not only 

has control over wealth and production, but also controls the production of knowledge, 

reinforcing an ideological stronghold on the public imaginary. Thus, Darsey’s argument 

only partially applies to the present case, in which the presumption of science, the case 

for conspiracy, and the denaturalization of science each reflects and projects dominant, 

rather than subversive, ideology.  

Finally, the notion that knowledge can be produced by and for the dominant class 

adds to an ongoing conversation in feminist and rhetorical studies about epistemology in 

contemporary capitalism. For example, feminist standpoint epistemology attempts to 

account for the standpoint of the oppressed as the foundation of truths more faithful to 

their interests. Critics of this theory contend that it essentializes experience in ways that 

are always partial and exclusionary. Sandra Harding argues that standpoint 

epistemologies are not seeking absolute truth but “less false stories,” while Susan 

Hekman argues for a postmodern standpoint epistemology: a “new paradigm of 

knowledge of which feminist standpoint theory […] reject[s] the definition of knowledge 

and truth as either universal, or relative in favor of a conception of all knowledge as 
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situated and discursive.”3 Hekman’s problem with standpoint epistemology (as it is 

currently theorized) is that it does not account for the clear multiplicities in diversity and 

difference. However, as was demonstrated in my analysis of the WHO controversy, 

public knowledge (in all its multiplicities) can often not be extricated from ruling class 

interests. Contrary to what Hekman suggests, the controversy reveals that knowledge 

should not be theorized as entirely situated and discursive. Instead, knowledge should be 

the starting point where scholars interrogate its production and unearth the complex 

interests and values being projected in the interest of the dominant class.  

I am by no means suggesting that the ideological underpinnings of the WHO 

controversy and other circulated public texts are being monolithically distributed to 

oblivious readers in order to serve a secret and concretized plan for domination. We 

know that this is not the case; most people will never read Jeremy Laurance’s article in 

The Independent, nor will they be aware of the instability of the meaning of AIDS in the 

21st century. I am arguing that the amalgam of discourses surrounding the WHO 

controversy ideologically serves the real, material interests of those seeking to reproduce 

homophobic discourses that “exonerate” heterosexuals from the stigma of HIV/AIDS. 

Further research could explore how social movements and campaigns, (such as the LA 

Gay and Lesbian Center’s “HIV is a Gay Disease” campaign, or the Black AIDS 

Institute’s “AIDS is a Black Disease” campaign) struggle over the “ownership” or 

signification of signifiers such as “AIDS.” Cathy Cohen has already begun exploring the 

complex relationship between AIDS and Blackness, while Brouwer explores the identity 

functions of AIDS tattoos as cultural artifacts. AIDS tattoos, as he suggests, give 

visibility to an otherwise silent infection, while also constructing an AIDS community 
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where membership is signified through the tattoo.4 Scholarship should continue to 

uncover how identities are signified in relation to the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  

In the meantime, the status of the global AIDS crisis will continue to hit an 

ideological nerve. Conspiratorial discourses destabilized HIV/AIDS, arguing that it was 

in the interest of the AIDS organizations to situate everyone at risk rhetorically, because 

people would not have addressed the AIDS epidemic if it were constituted as a disease 

that affects only high-risk groups. Even though numbers of writers, including the author 

of the editorial in The Dallas Morning News, say that we should not allow the absence of 

a heterosexual pandemic stop the fight against AIDS, only the next few years will tell 

how the rhetorical “immunization” of the heterosexual community in the public 

imaginary will affect the funding and attention given to AIDS.5 Drew Altman, the 

President and CEO of the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, a major U.S. organization 

which tracks public health concerns such as HIV/AIDS, explains in a April 4th 2009 

article entitled, “America has gone quiet on AIDS” that “the percentage of the American 

people who say that they have seen, heard or read a lot about HIV/AIDS in the U.S. has 

fallen from 34% five years ago to just 14% today.”  

It is with each passing year, and each public declaration of “the end of the plague” 

that the world moves on, uncaring and bored.6 This becomes clearer as a report released 

on April 24, 2009. It expresses that “less than a year after the CDC announced the U.S. 

HIV epidemic is much larger than previously thought, the publics sense of urgency is 

down, even among some higher-risk groups.”7 In her book, The Boundaries of Blackness: 

AIDS and the Breakdown of Black Politics, Cathy Cohen argues that it was the failure of 

the public media and the black community to acknowledge AIDS as a disease that 
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afflicted the African American community in the 1980s and 1990s that led to the rise in 

infections. Ultimately, it was this ignorance that led to the African American community 

being more affected by HIV/AIDS than any other racial minority in the United States.8 

Only time will tell what adverse effects the “general populations” ignorance will produce.  

Beneath the destabilized and ambivalent signification of both “AIDS” and 

“heterosexuality” in the controversy is a powerful and homophobic discourse, which is 

used to signify difference and risk. We should not underestimate the rhetorical weight of 

seemingly elusive and intricate signifiers whose meanings are struggled over in public 

discourse. The complex ways in which the destabilization of meaning works to keep 

signifiers elusive but still consistent is a project which demands more scholarly attention. 

We must develop ways of combating deeply imbedded ideological motives which work 

to stealthily produce homophobic, racist, and classist assumptions about not just 

HIV/AIDS, but other contested sites of signification.  

The rhetoric of science conditions its audiences to grant its truths and support 

resulting policies. In this case as in many others, what passes for science does not operate 

in the best interests of those living with, fighting, and still at risk of contracting 

HIV/AIDS. Paradoxically, however, total skepticism toward scientific truths may actually 

sustain their ideological operation. It is the task of rhetorical criticism to formulate modes 

of critical judgment that are naïve neither about the stabilizing nor the destabilizing of 

scientific meaning. 
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