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abstractlabregé

• This thesis :n"estigates the cultuml and social production of AlOS in popular discoulSC. panicularly film

and mass media. and offers a critical consider:ui<,n of the ways b which Ihe proliferJlion and dispersion of

thcsc discoul'!>CS function in our eurrenl episteme to rcarticulale and reinscribe lroditional ,'alue syslems of

sexualit)'. familialism. and nationalism. Taking Ihe load of Ihe work of Michel Foucault on the body in

"arious hislOrical regimes, the author here will pasil a thcorelioal analysis of Ihe 'discursi"e formalion" of

AlOS. how Ihe body of AlOS is pm inro discouru. to pro"ide a malrix for establishing Ihe "anous

disciplinary and regulalory apparaluses slrucluring the epidemic--thal is, Ihe affirmalion of certain kind.< of

plcasurcs and bodies and the slrolegic circum"enlion 01 OI/lI!r plcasurcs and bodies. Under what the author

refers 10 as the cultuml logic of dis-=. the in"esligalions thal follow will be animalcd by Ihe ccnlroll

question: Whose plcasure and/or power is ser"ed by these reprcscntalions and discourscs of Ihe lx\dy of

AlOS in popuJar cultural pracliccs?

• Celle Ihèse analyse la represéntalion sociocullurelle du SIDA à l'inlérieur du discours populaire,

particulièrement dans les films ct les médias de masse. Elle offre une interprétalion critique des "oies pur

lesquelles la dispcrtion de ces discours fonctiOll/lC dans nolrc actuel cpisteme qui en fait SCf\'ent à renforcer le

systérne de valeurs Iroditionnelles con=tla sexualitié.la famille ct la nalionalisme. Ainsi. à partir des

EcrilS de Michel Foucault sur le corps humain dans plu.<ieurs cadres hisloriques, l'auteur fourniro une analyse

thl!orique de la formation discursi"e du SIDA; de la façon pal' laquelle le corps alleinl est inelu dans le

discours. Ceci dans le but de prEsenter une n.!Ulrice qui iIIuslrc les divers mécanismes coercitifs ct punitifs

qui enlOutentl'épidbnie qui est, l'affirmation de certains types de plaisirs corporels etl'é"itemenl stratégique

des autres plaisirs corporels. Cc à quoi l'auteur réfcrcra comme étant "the culturallogic of dis-=." Les

dimrcntes analyses qui suivent seront animées par cette question eentrnle: Qui soutire du pouvoir eliou du

plaisir de ces représentations et discours du SIDA dans la practique de la culture populaire?
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1NTRODUCTI ON:

DIFFERENCE. DISPLRCEMENT. RiolO THE CULTURRL LDGIC

OF DIS-ERSE IN POPULRR RIOS DISCOURSE

Since the historical emergence of AlOS nearly two decades ago, much ink and

paper has been devoted to an analysis of the discursive and proliferating representational

economy of the epidemic and of the political and ideological structures that facilitate the

utterance of its discourse. The volatile and highly charged emotional and political nature of

the AlOS crisis. its proximity to those always already stigmatized social fields through

which AlOS has been structured since the very beginning of its emergence, and the

uncertainty of its progression and longevity. has necessitated a critical. in-depth

commitment to understanding systems of representation in the hope of teasing out the ways

in which--and to what ends--AlOS has been reinserted. redistributed and redispersed into

various and multiple preexisting power-knowledge formations. Rather than assuming that

AlOS and the social and cultural responses it has elicited represent a unique and coherent

"problem" or condition of contemporary life, the principle modus operandi of such early

and seminal works as Simon Watney's Po/icing Desire, Douglas Crimp's (ed.) AlDS:

Cu/tura/ Ana/ysis/Cu/tura/ Activism, or Cindy Patton's Sex and Germs and InvenJing

AlDS, has been the repeated insi<tence that AlOS can and is promoted in cultural discourse

in ~uch a way as to insidiously reinscribe and valorize dominant cultural systems of value,

while simultaneously serving to further stigmatize those subjectivities and identities that

have always already been outside these systems.

As a discourse critic writing about AlOS in 1995, eight years after the publication

of Po/king Desire, and almast fifteen years into the epidemic, 1 would Iike to believe that

the diversifying demogrllphic landscape of AIDS-the movement of HlV into bitherto

unaffected segments of the population-would bave usbered in a radical upheaval of these

signifying practices in the representational economy of AIDS, and that we might finally be
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beyond the necessity ofthese kinds of discursive analyscs and devote our time and cncrgy

instead to the prevention of further infection and the care of those who are ill. In sorne

ways, the mutating demographics of AIDS/HIV have indeed effected its discourscs and

representations. In sorne ways. wc are no longer witne~s to the blatant prejudice Ihal

characlerized the carly configurati"ns of Ihis disease. the rampant and virulenl homopht,bia

Ihat was as threatening to the survival of Ihe gay communily as the emergence of Ihis Ile\\'

and uncertain viral infection,

One of Ihe cultural changes ushered in as a result of epidemiological ch;mges is

manifested in the recent trend toward the "universalization" or "de-gaying"l of AIDS in

popular discourse, exemplified. for example, in the now ubiquitous calch-phrase "AlOS

effects us ail" typical of "liberal" safe(r)-sex campaigns by public health departmenls. In

addition, recent trends in sorne strains of "postmodern" work have tended 10 suggest th.~1

HlV/AIDS are representative of the inevitability of "epidemic" conditions in Ihe fin-Je­

mil/ennium, not only a unique historically produced medical phenomenon, bUI also serving

as markers for the detritus of the "postmodern" body in an increasingly lechnological age,2

AlOS effeets us ail to the extent that gay men and IV drug users are no longer the exclusivc

sites of entry for infeclion and for the continuaI "threat" of further spread of HIV; AIDS

effects us ail to the extent that one cannot "escape" being subjected to AlOS discourse on

televislOil. in the popular press, even on the streets, almost daily occurrences now in the

West But to what extent does AlOS really "effect us ail," what is the nature of Ihat

"effect," and is it enough to assume that this "universalization" of AIDS is indicative thal

the measures taken in the past to provide an analysis of its discourses and the punitive

1For l!JI extendcd and comprehensi"e discussion or Ihis. sec Edward King. Saf~ty in NumMrs: Saf~r S~X and
Goy M~n, cspccially ehapler 5. "The De-Ga)ing of AlOS." King wrilCS: 'Since the mid-I980s. AlOS has
becn systemaû.:ally de·ga)'cd. 'De-ga)ing' is the tcrm uscd to dcscribc the denial or downpiaying or the
invoh'cment of gay men in the HlV epidcmic. e"en when gay men continue to constitute the group must
se\'Crcly arfcetcd. and when the Icsbian and gay community continues to play a pioneering role in non­
govcrnmental (and SOlDeûmcs g<l\'cmmental) rcsponscs. such as the dc\'elopment of policy or the pro\'ision
or SCT\iccs to people living IIIith HlV'{lCi9),
2Scc. for e:wnple. the introduction to Arthur and Marilouisc Krokcr (cds.l. Body Invoders: Panic S~x in
.4mema. For a more criûcal account or the body or AlOS and postmodcmism. sec Donna HaJaway. "The
Biopoliûcs or Postmodcrn Bodies.'
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~ffects on various socially stigmatized groups are no longer necessary or even tenable in the

face of the ever expandir,g and diversifying demographics of this epidemic?

Unfortunately. such a dismissal cannot he 50 r.:adily supported. Though the

landscape is c!13nging. though the "incitement to discourse" (Foucault) has meant that we

arc talking about AlOS now more than ever. the cultural and social investments (and.

indeed. over-investments) in these discourses suggestthat AlOS is still framed within the

same narratives that characterized its configurations in the early years. In the chapters that

follow. 1 will be arguing that. white perhaps less blatantly biased in its current

configurations. perhaps less overt in its moralism. the disciplinary potential of AlOS

discourse provides the ground upon which various soci.al and cultural apparatuses facilitate

the affirmation of certain kinds of pleasures and b'Jdies and the simultaneous strategic

circumvention of "Other" bodies and pleasures. The theoretical impetus of this text will

necessarily gesture toward a resistance to the overarching implications of critiques of

systems of "ideological hegemony" (homophobia. racism. sexism. etc.). that is. 1 assume

from the oulset that these critiques are already too steeped themselves in ideology to be

effieacious. Like Foucault's "repressive-hypothesis." this approach insists that the

ubiquitous and over-saturated concepts of "oppression" and "marginalization" are by now

quite meaningless. that they have lost any cogent signification. In place of a repressive­

hypothesis. it is my hope to offer a consideration of the ways in which various discursive

narratives of AIDS are circulated within popull\r discourse. without denying. however. the

pote:lcy of certain "ideological structures" for inciting these very narratives. In short. this

approach seeks to ask and identify what gets prescribed in the course of certain proscriptive

praetices in the discursive narrative framing of AlOS.

ln doing 50. this project will argue in favour of a theory of representation of

"difference" as a strategy of "displacement," whereby AlOS functions within social

discourse to either implicitly or explicitly invoke that which is culturally "Qther"

(homosexuality as "Other," the "feminine" as "Other," AlOS itself as "Other") with the
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resultant effect of the alleviation nr the production of cultural anxieties thal often bear no

"rational" or tenable response to the "real" lhreat posed by this disease. By provoking or

displacing these anxieties at the site of the "Other." popular AlOS discourse funetions as

the orchestration and mobilization of what 1will be referring to as the cultural logic of "di."

ease," an "epidemic logic" (Singer) characterized by paradox: the hyphen is instructive

here, underscoring a double operation whereby AlOS is configured in discourse both as

"disease." a very real medical condition that directly affects and destroys individual immune

functionirg. but also as a social condition in the age of AlOS that either displaces fears and

anxieties (titat is. to offer a sense of "case") or unnecessarily provokes them (the prefix

"dis" here signifying "apart." "away"--that is. to move in the direction not of "case" but of

fear).

The "threat" posed by AlOS is not exclusively "about" the disintegration of systems

of order in the corporeal constitution of body. but of the disintegration of the dichotomous

configurations of order (Self/Other) that constitute those very bodies within the hierarchies

of the social spectrum. ln this way we might consider dis-ease as a manifestation of whal

MaJjorie Garber. in a rather different context. has termed "category crisis:" "a failure of

definitional distinction. a border Hne that becomes permeable. that permits of border

crossings from one (apparently distinct) category to another," a "crisis" that is marked by

and constitutive of "cultural anxiety."3 As epistemic logic. dis-ease works in part to render

AlOS "an industry of discourse" (Watney). or "an epidemic of signification" (Treichler).

but it is an industry in which 3 whole discursive field of social symbolic relations is

brought into play--and. at times. radically disrupted. Consistent with the changing

demographic landscape of the epidemic. AlOS is figured within discourse. on the one

hand. as an unstable or mulli-accentual signifier. "a rupture in the order of things" (Singer).

a disruption of the very distinction between "Self" and "Other" upon which our most

fundamental social relations are founded. When AlOS threatens to disrupl the boundaries

3Maljoric Garbcr. V..sted InkT<'Sts: Cross Dr<'ssing and Cultural Anziery 16.
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of the social body, when it threatens to break beyond those stigmatized social fields with

whieh AlOS has and is always already associated, the logie of dis·ease neeessitates that

popular AlOS diseourse recuperates and stabilizes these uncertain signifying

configurations, even ifthis recuperation relies on phantasmatie conceptualizations of AlOS

that bear a radical discontinuity with the current demographics of the disease. The resultant

effeet of this recuperation is that that which is marked as culturally "Other" is outside the

narrative framing ofAlOS, yet paradoxically always already present to serve as the site for

the conferral ofa phantasmatic coneeptualization ot a stable and coherent social body.

On the other hand, AlOS is still figured within discourse as the site for the conferral

of phantasmatic notions of sexuality, that is, it continues to funetion as a stable and

coherent signifier. Specifically, the social symbolic relations permitting the assumption that

having AlOS makes one a defaclo homosexual, and, inversely, that being a homosexual

makes one a de facto "victim" of AlOS, suggests a tendency toward mastery in cultural

discourse assuring that the spectacularized and/or pathologized images of gay men will

persist, construeting the queer male body as always already AIDS·ridden. always already

on the verge of death ("the body of the condemned"4), or within the codes of an unsatiated,

unstoppable, sexually adventurous and unhealthy body. More than just indicative of the

Iinear determinism characteristic of a homophobic culture. these cultural practices are part

of what 1 refer to as the "incidental" construction of homosexuality, implying that the

representation of the queer male body in popular cultural spaces often functions in

subordinate conjunction to a J~~ger "liberal" agenda that ultimately displaces bodily

specificity and commitment to a "queer agenda" in order to highlight and subsequently

va10rize more traditional value systems and social-sexua1 configurations. While not

necessarily "condemning" homoerotic desirc. these practices displace dis·case (anxic:ty) al

the site of the "Other," despite the ostensible subject matters these practices address. At this

historie moment in the current sexual economy. the queer male body is not sufficient or as

4rhis pbJase is laken from lbe !ide of lbe first cbapler of FoucauIt's Discipline andPIUIish.
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yet culturally valorized enough to stand on its own. and must therefore be supported (or is

the support) by other issues. concerns. pleasures, subjectivities. in short. other bodies.

Of particular import for these polemics is Linda Singer's text Erotic Welfare: SexUlJ/

Theor)' and Politics in the Age ofEpidemie. to which much of this present project will be

heavily indebted. Taking the lead of Michel Foucault's work on technologies of power in

various epistemes, and Jean Baudrillard's work on the contemporary sexual economy (the

"joint investments of economic and erotic relations of exchange"S). Singer offers a

theoretical consideration of the function and effect of "power" in the sexual economy of

Illte-capitalist culture. a period she defines as an "age of epidemic."6 Specifically. Singer

focuses in part on power's exclusionary tendencies, its "radical erasures" or "constitutive

exclusions." providing an analysis of the ways in which the "exclusion" of certain subjects

within systems of representation operate in a paradoxical and contradictory fashion.

especially how women and gay men in particular are excluded from certain "masculine"

systems yet "everywhere rearticulated within that system as fetishized objects. phantasmatic

sites of erotic over-investment."7 Relying on a notion of "commodity fetishism." defined

as "the constnlction of an object in and through an over-investment of value,"8 Singer is

interested in the circulation of various subjects as objects within the economy of exchange.

Her analysis of the discourse of AlOS starts from this very premise, serving ~.s the point of

departure for consideration of a larger cultural phenomenon currently pervasive in the age

ofAlOS (or "age of epidemic"). what Singer refers to as a "logic of contagion" or a "panic

logic." which can be defined as follows:

Ssinger9.
6-Singer's grammar is insuucti"e bere, for it is no longer a matter of refening ta 'a' or ,he' epidemie. for
'epidcmie' bas lOS! its aniele: it is no longer an issue, a fact, a pbenomenon. Il bas lest its discrelCncss and
bccome a condition, no longer an object of knowledge, but a contemporary epi.temie condition of
aniculation" (Butler, in Singer 11).
7Singer S: please note that many of the quotations that will follow are taken not directly from Singer bUI
from Judith Butler's introduction 10 Erolie WetJore. Singer left ber text onIy in manuscripl form bcfore ber
UDtimely deaIh. Butler bas written a vc:y comprehensive introduction in s-.ridc with the impulse of Singer's
worlc. Referenc:es te Erolk Wetj'ore wiD clearly indicaIC whether quotations are from Butler's introduction or
from the actual text by Singer.
Sautler, in Singer 7.
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the sexual panic prompted by AlOS has pervaded the political and
culturallife of the United States in recent years and has spawned a
logicofconragion. a "panic logic," [... ) an upsurge in regulatory
power that extends itself through the proliferation and production of
more and different sites of erotic danger. The fear of contagion
which in some sense located itself in relation to AlOS far exceeds
the threats posed by that iIIness; [...] there is a veritable "outbreak"
of new "epidemics," such as teenage pregnancy and drug abuse.
which are figured within cultural discourse as threatening social
phenomena with the capacity to spread.9

Though not fundamentally "about" AlOS. panic logic suggests that certain

narratives of AlOS have not only intensificd cultural and social configurations of other

"cpidemic" conditions (Singer gives the examples of "The War on Orugs," or the"Just Say

No" campaign to anything and everything which is socially constructed as "unheal:hy").

but that these narratives themselves "can be read as a refusalto address AlOS [...]

through deflecting the productive dimensions of power away from those who are

suffering," which then constructs "those vulnerable populations [...] as the very site of

dangerfrom whom protection and safety must be secured."lO

ln much of what follows. 1will be interested in Singer's comments as they reflect

on the nature and function of the familial economy in the representational system of AlOS.

especially as this economy intersects with the representation of the multiple "Other" as a

phantasmatic site of erotic over-investment. l1 For example. Singer has intriguingly

suggested that the over-investment of value in the familial economy has permitted a

tremendous amount of violence in relation to popular reconfigurations of gay men's

responses and interventions to the physical reality and the psychic devastation AlOS has

inflicted on our community:

The notion of "safe sex" [... ] has been appropriated by culturally
conservative critics to argue that the nuclear family is the safest sex

9suder. in Singer 6.
100udcr. in Singer 10-11.
Ilor CXlUI'SC. Singer is DOl the first 10 draw lhcsc COIIIICCIions. Watneyargued weil bcfore !bat "We are not,
in fact. Ii\'ing through a distinct, coherent and progressing 'moral pallÎc' about Aids. Rather. we are
"'itnessing the laleSl "ariation in the spectaCle or the defensi"e ideologica1 rearguard action whicb bas beeD
mounled CD beba1for 'the family' for more 1han a eentury" (PoUdng ~sire 43.)
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around: "In an era of panic sexuality, the family is bcing rcpackagcd
as a prophylactic social device." This vulgar expropriation of the cali
to "safety," which originally developed within the contcxt of gay
men's outreach and self-education projects in progrcssive health
work, implies that homosexuality itself is unsafc, a notion that is
directly counter to the original meaning of the phrase: gay male scx
can be made safe. Hence, gay mcn and others within thc AIDS
community who have issued the can for safcty in scx arc
transfigured by this reappropriation into the very sitc of crotic
dangerfrom whom protection is required.I2

The notions of "panic logic," "erotic ovcr-investment," "cpidcmic." "thc family." will

appear and reappear as dominant motifs throughout much of this prcscnt work, as willthc

motifs of "difference." "displacement." and "dis-ease." For now 1 am introducing lhe

theoretical impulse of Singer's text in order to position myself theorctically within AIDS

discourse analysis in an attempt to move beyond the linear determinism of criliques of

hegemony and reflect on a more pervasive understanding of thc larger structures of power

that govern and discipline the narrativcs of AIDS and those bodics and subjcctivities lhal

are most heavily invested in their political configurations.

ln addition to the material cÎted above, 1 will make occasional and passing

references throughout to Eizabcth Grosz's recent text Volatile Bodies, particularly hcr

comments on Foucault's technologies of power.13 Consistent with Singer, Grosz in part

invokes Foucault to provide a matrix for understanding the function of the familial structure

of desire within AIDS discourse and public health policy, a structure that operatcs

paradoxically in a way analogous to the comments about power and discourse by Singcr

(vis-à-vis Foucault):

Foucault outlines a number of lines of proliferation and specification
of sexuaiity which emerged gradually during the eighteenth century,
in particular the twofold movement centrifugally circling the
heterosexual, monogamous couple. On one hand, there is a

12 Butler, in Singer 8.
13, rea1ize lhal 10 isolale this paradigm of Grosz's cxhaustive book is pcrhaps counler-productive or
contradietory in tenDS of the IbcorcticaJ impulse of Voliui1e Bodies, which secks 10 use Foucault in pan 10
gel bcyood Foucault, 10 movc, that is, "1OW8rd a coopolcal fcminism" thal rcsists the limited paradigm of
the "body as insaiptive susface" cxcmplificd in the Foucauldian modd. But Grosz offcrs poignant insigbt
inlO!his pcriod of Foucau1t's ouvre. and sile docs net dismiss the efficacy of!his work outrigbL
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proliferation and dispersion of sexuality and of sexual "types,"
which are defined in terms of their deviation or departure from the
heterosexual, marital norm. ln this movementthere is an increasing
specification and focus on the sexuality of children, the mad, the
criminal, homosexuals, perverts. etc. On the other hand. there is an
increasing discretion granted to the heterosexual couple. who. while
remaining the pivot and frame of reference for the specification of
these other sexualities, are less subject to scrutiny and intervention.
are granted a form of discursive privacy. One must assume that in
the era of AlOS, it is still the sexuality of marginalized groups--gay
men. intravenous drug users. prostitutes--that is increasingly
administered. targeted. by public hea1th policy. while the sexuality
of the reproductive couple, especially of the husbandlfather. remains
almost entirely unscrutinized. though his (undetected) secret
activities--his clandestine bisexuality or drug use--may be
responsible for the spread of the virus into hitherto "safe"
(heterosexual) populations.14

Consistent in the texts cited above and in AlOS discourse analysis in general is the

profound and unrelenting influence of the work of Foucault. particularly the theoretical and

methodological models developed from the period of Discipline and Punish to the first

volume of The His/ory of Sexualit)'.lSFoucault's work. no doubt. has provided the

principle and most potent framework for consideration of technologies of the body and of

sexuality in the punitive and disciplinary practices facililated by the AlOS epidemic.

perhaps because no one but Foucault could offer ground upon which to argue for the

seriousness with which to treat the political implications when subjects become "objects of

knowledge" rather than ereators of a discourse. Foucault's influence bas been UDparalleled

in these discursive spaces (and others) because he also necessarily rejects a theory of

ideology in place of an "analytics of power" (The History ofSexualiry) or of "discourse"

and "discursive formation," a rather attractive methodological position for those who are

l40rosz 153. Thcse commenlS arc a din:ct reitetation of Volume 1 of The Hislory of Sexllality, whcre
Foucault writes: "The legitimate couple. "ith ilS regular sexuality, had a right to more diseretion. It1ended
to funelion as a norm. one that was strider, perhaps, but quieter. On the other band, wbat came under
SClUliny WllS the sexuality or cbildren. mad men and womCll, and criminals; the sensuality or those who did
not Iike the opposite sex . 1...llt was lime for ail these figures. scarcely DOliced in the past, to step
fOl"\\'aI'd and spcak. to make the difficult confession of wbat they wcre. No doubt they wcre condemned ail
the same" (38-39). 1qUOle Grosz here in the main text instead or Foucault because Grosz effeetively engages
AlOS in a way that Foucault couId ob\iously DOl have doDe. One cao sec the poteney or Foucault here for
AlOS discoutsC. especially the ways in wbich AlOS is steppÎng fOl"'al"d to speak (the "incitemeDt to
disc:ourse") but is "COlIdemDed" ail the same.
15see. for example. Watney. Policing Desin; James MIller (cd) Fhùd Ezcluingu: Anisls lIIId Crilies in
lM AlDS Crisi.f
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cautious about reinvigorating their own moralistic and ideological agendas in the critiques

undertaken, the "will to knowledge" rather than the "will to truth" (a gesture we might

strive for but which we would be naive to assume we could ever fully achieve). As a

methodological framework. a Foucauldian analysis of social and cultural practices would

require that we:

account for the fact that it lin this case, sex) is spoken about. 10
discover who does the speaking, the positions and viewpoints from
which they speak, the institutions which prompt people to speak
about it and which store and distribute the things that are said \' ..)
The over-al1 "discursive fact." the way in which sex is "put into
discourse."16

Foucault's notion of discourse is inextricably bound to a notion of discursive

formation. the distribution and dispersion of statements within the power-knowledge
•

nexus. Foucault defines "discursive formation" as fol1ows:

discursive formation real1y is the principle of dispersion and
redistribution. not of formulations. not of sentences, not of
propositions. but of statements 1...) the term discourse can he
defined as the group of statements that helong to a single system of
formation.l 7

This methodological position of discursive formation will animate and structure the

investigations that follow. the ways in which AlOS is "put into discourse." to offer an

analysis of its rcpresentations "by rclating them to the body of rules that enable them to

form as objects of a discourse and thus constitute the conditions of their historical

appearance [and) the nexus of rcgularities that govems their dispersion."18A Foucauldian

analysis of the body ofAlOS and its rclationship to power necessitates an understanding of

the ways in which the body is constructed and manipulated to legitimize dominant value

systems in the power-knowledge nexus of the current episteme. what one writer has termed

"the body as inscriptive surface" (Grosz) •

16volume l, The H"lSlOry 01 &XlIlJÜly II; ail subsequent refen:nces to The His/ory 01 Sauality will bc
from Volume 1: Anl111TOdMt:tJoII.
17Foucau1t, The ArchtJeologyolKnowkdge 107•
18Foucau1t, Arc1IaM1ogy 47-48.
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Though tbis project will not make reference to Foucault's later epistemological shift

toward technologies or "care of the self," 1will insist in the present context on resisting the

monolithic nature of Foucault's technologies of the body (the "docile body"), positioning

myself within discourse analysis without recourse to the totalizing effects of power that is

implied in this period of Foucault's oeuvre. Though Foucault bimself suggests in the first

volume of The Hislory of Sexualiry the concept of a "reverse-discourse"19 to counter­

balance the disciplinary effects of power, it is a concept that remains theoretically

undeveloped and that is never practiced or documented in any of the "historical" studies

Foucault undertakes.20 For this reason. the final chapter of tbis present work. which offers

an examination of what might be called a reverse-AIDS-discourse. a counter-discursive

narrative to the types of AlOS discourse a Foucauldian critique has much to offer, will in

part leave Foucault behind--not necessarily to underscore the limitations of a Foucauldian

approach. but in order to uncover not only the disciplinary and regulatory apparatuses

AlOS can elicit. but also to suggest the kinds of resistances they necessitate and produce.

Leo Bersani has written that "analysis. while necessary. may also be an indefensible

luxury."21 That is a phrase 1 find myself increasingly cathecting. The more heavily

invested 1become in producing "scholarly" and "theoretical" responses to the AlOS crisis.

the more attention 1 pay to AlOS "discourse," the more 1 find myself in the punitive

position of assuming that 1am moving furtber and furtber away from the "reality" of AlOS.

19Jn a now famous passage. Foucault wrileS !hat "the appearance in nineteenth-centuTy psychiatry,
jurisprudence, and Iiterature ofa wholc series ofdiSCOlmCS on Ihc spccies 3IId subspccies of homoscxuaJjty.
in\'crsion. pcdcrasty. and 'p5)'chic bennapbrodism' made possiblc a strong advance of social controls into
this arc:a of 'pcr\'ersity'; but it also madc possiblc thc formation of a 'reverse' discoursc: homoscxualil)'
bc:gan to speak in its own bc:ha1f. to demand !hat its Icgitimacy or 'natura1ity' bc: acknowlcdgc. orten in thc
sante vocabulary. usillg Ihc samc e:ategories by wbich it was mcdically disqualilicd" (101).
2OFor a comprehensive m'micw of Ihc limitations of this pcriod in Foucault's worlc, sec Lois McNay.
Follt:aulr lJIId Fmrinism
21 Bersani. "15 Ihc Rectum A Grave?" 199.
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As someone who can carry out a project like the present one because 1have the "Iuxury" of

doing analysis as a result of the "Iuxury" of my health.1 find it sometimes overwhelming in

the face of the critiques 1 am about to make to reconcile the fact that 1 am not infected

(though 1 am affected) by this virus. that 1 have the time and energy and resources to

undertake such a project rather than confronting the acid terrors of just trying to struggle to

stay healthy against a virus that seems to increasingly up the ante. Of what use. 1 ask

myself. is any of tbis to people with AlOS. or to those like myself who are most at risk for

future infection? ln a word. what corporeal significance can one glean from such

epistemological critiques?

The only response 1 can content myself with at this time is the fact that 1 have

cathected the images and representations that will follow. because 1 realize that to some

extent we do live our sexual bodies through the mediation of cultural representations. and

that these representations are in part mediated through the Iived experience of the body. The

"reality" of AlOS is in part structured through these systems of signification. which.

though Dot totalized in its effects on subjectivity and identity. have a very "real" effect on

how we make sense of ourselves and of the world we inhabit.

Tbougb by writing 1may DeveT save a life or decrease the suffering. to attempt to

understand certain systems of discourse in the representational economy of AlOS is to

attempt to gesture in the direction of a critieal undoing of those very systems. an undoing

that 1recognize as both a "necessity" and a "Iuxury."
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nolhing which we are to perceive in Ihis world equals

the power o/your inter:sefraf!i1ity: whose leXlure

compels me with the colour 0/its countries.

rendering death and/orever with each breathing

--e. e. cummings
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(HRPTER ONE:

"RISICIY) MRNRGEMENT: 0 PURITY. ORNGER.

RNO THE OISCijiJRSE Of "TRINTEO-BLOOO"

Pollution is a type of danger which is not likely to occur except
where the lines of structure. cosmic or social. are clearly defined. A
polluting person is always in the wrong. He has developed sorne
wrong condition or simply crossed sorne line which should not have
been crossed and this dispkuement unleashes danger. [...1The
power which presents a danger ... is very evidently a power
inhering in ideas. a power by which the structure is expecled 10
protect itself.

tainted. 1. Stained. tinged; contaminated. infected. corrupled:
touched wilh putrefaction or incipient decay; affecled wilh sorne
corrupting influence. 2. imbued with the scent of an animal.

tainl. 1. A stain. a blemish; a sullying spot; a touch. trace. shade.
tinge. or tincture of sorne bad or undeslrable quality; a touch of
discredit. dishonour. or disgrace; a slur.
2. A contarninating. corrupting. or depraving influence. physical or
moral; a cause or condition ofcorruption or decay; an infection.
1. To convict. prove guilty. 2. To prove (a charge). To subject to
attainder. 4. To accuse of crime or dishonour.23

The social body is a body that cannot tolerate liminality. By liminality 1 mean to

imply the transgression of border states. the disruption of those ostensibly coherent and

socially sanctioned boundaries marked by the binary configurations of: Self/Other.

insideloutside. order/disorder. cleanldirty. contaminated/contaminating. closed/open.

cleansinglpolluting. properlimproper. unpenetrablelpenetrated. etc. As Grosz has recently

argued. these boundaries of the body inscrihe and mark certain body "types" in certain

ways. 50 that "a different type of body is produced in and through the different sexual and

cultural practices [...) undertake[n)."24Taking these processes as axiomatic. the purpose

of this chapter will he to investigate and interrogate the ways in which. and to what ends.

the liminality of the body is circulated into cultural discourse. and to consider the various

22Douglas. Pllrity DIIdDan~r 113; (iJalics addcd).
Z3Oxford English Dicrionary
24orosz 200.
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social mcchanisms c?.!led upon to clicit faith in the phantasmatic possibility and necessity of

maintaining the borders of the body. or the recuperation of that phantasmatic possibility

when these borders have already been subjected to transgressions of various kinds. It will

also address the question of the "lived experience of the body" (Grosz). especially as this

cxperience informs and makes possible the potential of a discourse of liminality and the

effective displacement of that very potential. In other words, 1 wish to argue that, in our

post·liberation episteme. certain discursive frames structure certain bodies within cultural

discourse in such a way as to offer a phantasmatic belief in the efficacy and possibility of a

coherent. fixed. closed. clean, proper. unpenetrated and unpenetrable social body. and that

these discourses are informed and shaped by the cultural investments of the lived

experience of those bodies always already outside the parametres of these discursive

frames.

Under the cultural logic of dis-ease in general and a notion of liminality in

particular. this chapter will begin an extensive anaiysis of the nature and function of certain

discursive formations ofAlOS in our current sexual economy. specifically taking the above

comments as a critical point ofdeparture for an examination of the discourse of the "tainted·

blood scandal"··a phrase put into cultural circulation as a result of the recent Krever

Commission on the Canadial! Red Cross Society, which investigates how and why over

one thousand people (mc'stly hemophiliacs) were infected with the human

immunodeficiency virus (HIV, the virus believed to cause AlOS) through transfused blood

products in the carly nineteen eighties. The commission was established not only to

determine the course of events that led to the so-caIled "scandai," but a1so seeks to assess

the "safety" or "purity" of the current blood system, what is referred to in popular

discourse as "risk management"-a tenn any fan of Foucault would immediately recognize

as rife with signification.25

2Srbe ta1II ilSelf is aJso COIlSiSlCllt with SiDgetS (ris.Q·ris Foucau1t) worldDg defiDiliOD of "epidemic:"
"AD epiclemicis.~ thal iD ilS vay aepitseoraliOD calls for. iDdeed, _ID demaDd some form
of lftIIItIlII!rlt ,cs." -"J. some IlIObilized dTa:t ofcœtroI" (21; italics added).
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The "tainted-blood scandai." it would appear. offers a social configuration of AlOS

that is unprecedented in the entire history of the epidemic: unprecedented because. rather

than serving to affirm "the truth of gay identity as death or death wish;"26 rather than

functioning as a convenient ontological tool for orchestrating and reinvigorating

homophobic assumptions about gay sexuality as pathology and/or as diseased itself that

have from the very beginning structured the responses to this epidcmic;27 rather than

serving. that is. as a stable and coherent signifier. AlOS as it is configured in the "tainted­

blood scandai" constitutes an unstable. multi-accentual signifier. and underscores the

extreme anxiety produced on the cultural and sociallevels when AlOS threatens the

coherent boundaries of the social body. "Tainted-blood," in short. would seem to affirm

the "universalization" of AIDS. and would thus serve as a cultural indicator that those

deemed to occupy sites of "high risk" no longer function as the exclusive entry points for

new infections. The culturallogic of dis-ease. however. assures that. over and against the

destabalizing logic of the "tainted-blood scandai," these discourses and the social and

cultural apparatuses informing them will attempt the recuperation ofa phantasmatic belief in

the coherency of the social body. even in this the site for the seeming conferral of body

liminality. Configured as a site of cultural and sexual anxiety. the articulation of the body's

liminality strikes up against sorne of our culture's strongest and most tenacious social.

politica1 and psychological convictions.

As a manifestation. perhaps. of a "category crisis" (Garber). and taking the cue

from Douglas's inf1uential text PurityandDanger. my analysis of the discourse of "tainted­

blood" will implicitly address the following central questions: What notions of "order" are

put into play against the essential "disorderliness" plaguing the Canadian Blood System?

What. in effect, is so scandalous about the "tainted-blood scandai"? What exac:tly

c:onstitutes "scandai," and of what is "scandai" c:onstitutive? Similarly, what c:onstitutes

26pqJ Morrison. "End P1casure' 55.
27er.: WaJney, Polidng Desire. and Taldng Liberties (cds. WalnCy and Erica Carter); Cindy Pauon,
ltrlle1lling AlDS ; Douglas Crimp (ed.) AlDS: ClI1ll1Tal AMlysislCll1ll1Tal Aetivism
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"purity" and "danger" in the sexual and representational economy of AlOS, and of what are

"purity" and "danger" constitutive? Whose pleasure and/or power is served by the narrative

framing of AlOS as a "scandai"? And, finally, what social and cultural mechanisms are in

place that would facilitate and legitimize a discourse ofblood as "tainted" in the Iirst place?

The "tainted-blood scandai" underscores the ways in which AlOS is configured in

cultural discourse as a site of "over-investment" (Singer), and as a manifestation of the

"upsurge in regulatory power that extends itself through the proliferation and production of

more and different sites oferotic danger" that "far exceed the threats posed by [AlOS]."

This will be addressed in the context of the legal and cultural practices that inform the

discourses of the "tainted-blood scandai," and will constitute the first part of this chapter.

The paradoxical nature of power, its "constitutive exclusions" that produce the

phenomenon it seeks to regulate and control, will be implicitly addressed throughout, but

will receive fuller attention and consideration in the final pages--specifically in relation to

the social symbolic relations that facilitate the linguistic inscription of blood that is

"tainted."

Given the barrage of media attention sunounding this blemish on the history of the

Canadian Red Cross ( daily coverage for a period of several months--from the end of 1994

tothe beginning of 1995--and periodic coverage up to the present day28). and the volatile

and highly charged political and emotional atmosphere it has engendered. 1 would be

inc1ined to argue further that the "tainted-blood scandai" offers the possibility for the social

and cultural configuration of an outbreak of a new "epidemic"-where AlOS breaks beyond

the boundaries of the sexual body and into the social body and is thus rendered as so

28rbe final report of the Kte\'CTCommission isscheduled forDeœmber 1995.
See a1so Vic Parsons, BadBJood:~ T'Qg~dyoflM Canadian Tainl~dBlood ScandaI, )'el anolher teXl in
the proliferation of discourses of the Krever Commission. "A true-Iife murder m)'slery, Bad Blood
doc:umenlS the destruction of 80 per cenl of Canada's hemopbiliac population, 1,000 mainly young men
who n:ceived b100d coagu1anlS that should bave proIOIIged their lives but instead infecled them with !he
AlOS \irus (sic). 11 indudes a cast of iMOC~nI viclïnu. quand1iug scientislS. viUains ,.·ho ladced moral
courage, and 1rDœs "·ho disobeyed onIers. Vic Parsons. a newspaper man. picks up wberc aDOther
journalist, RaDdy Sbilts, left off. SbillS's 1987 book, And TM Band P1Jryed On. cbrooicles an earlier dark
cbaplcrin the A1DSstoI)'. its spRad lIIIIOIIg American homosexuals· (GlobeandMail13 May. 19951C7).
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pervasive and inevitable that "safe(r) sex" practices are no longer sufficient or tenable to

protect oneself from a virus that is no longer exclusively sexual in nature. The insistence on

the necessity al'd efficacy of "risk management" against the perceived capacity for the

continued flow of "tainted" blood into the system. and its ability to spread bcyond the

boundaries of sexual bodies to hitherto unaffected bodies. oftcn beyond the boundaries of

the blood system itself. suggests a logic of contagion that bears no "rational" rcsponse 10

the evidence put forth about the "risks" of infection through the exchangc of blood. and

might therefore be figured in cultural discourse as threatening social phenomenon itself.29

Furthermore. as an over-investment of AlOS. the discourse of "tainled-blood" has

the potential to "rerouteIJ political attention and resources away from the task of providing

the concrete services that those who live and suffer with AIDS require."30 ln short. rathcr

than focusing on the "beneficent effects of power" (Singer) of social services for those who

suffer from AlOS or are at risk for HIV-infection. the cultural logic of displacemcnt

reconfigures dis-ease to rationalize "the intensification of regulatory regimes centred on

phantasmatic sites of erotic danger, those cultural sites of erotic exchange which threaten

the hegemony ofthe traditional family within the political imaginary."31

There are two tensions at work here that will now be considered specifical1y in

relation to the discourse of "tainted-blood"; First, "the intensification of regulatory regime."

in the age of epidemic, and second. the perceived threat that AlOS poses to the familial

29For examplc: on Monclay, Fcbruaty 6, 1995, 'CBC Primc Timc Ncws' opcncd thc c\'cning wilh a .tory
about a hospiral in Albena that had recenlly contae1ed 170 patients who had undergonc in\'a.<i\'c .urgcry by
a doctor recenlly diagnœed with HlV. Although all standard mcdical procedures whcre undcnakcn in ~~ry

singk case, and although lhe hospiral, the gOycmmcnt and the CBC dcclarcd that the chance thal any of
thcsc people were infcc1ed from this doctor "'as next 10 impossible and extremcly unlikely, thcsc peoplc
wherc notificd and the story was the opening item for the C\'ening's news. In addition. lhe doclor in
question-who was c00pc01lling fully with the notification proccdurcs-tcneIcrcd his rcsignation. The CBCs
commenwy by Peler Mansbridgc suggcsted thallltis move 10 no\ify evcry patient was ncccssary bccausc
"the recent Kn:\'er Commission on the Red Cross bas raiscd public awarcness about AlOS.' IOm more
inclincd to lItink the Kn:\'er Commission bas incilcd public panic about AlOS, and that this is anoIher
manifestatiOll of 'panic Jogic: or the logic of dis-asc. wherc the ·tainted·blood scandai' bas explicilly
provokcd the unncccssary production of si1CS d danger beyond the scxual. whcrc 'cpidemic ccnditions
rationalize the augmcnlalion d rcgulatory appuatu5CS beyond any justifiable or instrumental purposc'
(Buller, in Singer 7).
3OBuller. in Singer 6-
.31~ulIer. in Singer 6.
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unit. which functions as the exemplary model for the coherency of the social body. This

particular "scandai" can be seen to conform to the processes of regulatory intensification in

several ways. specifically in its medical and juridical investments. which articulate concems

and anxieties that far exceed the "threat" posed by AIDS. For example. in the process of the

hearings at the Krever Commission. the Canadian Red Cross Society soughtlegal recourse

to relea!;C and make public the names and addresses of those donors who donated the

"tainted" blood thatled to the "contamination" of the blood supply in the first place. an

unprecedented request in Canadian AIDS law that was contested by the Canadian AIDS

Society vis·à·vis tbe Charter of Rigbts and Freedoms. Caugbt in the public scom and

bumiliation of the "tainted·blood scandaI," and quickly losing tbe trust and faitb of tbe

general population. the Red Cross felt it bad a moral and legal obligation to trace the donors

of HIV-infected ("tainted") blood. to inform them of their condition. and thereby serve to

protect tbe "public" from furtber contami:lation. wbile also. bopefully. raising faitb once

again in the organizatiou. The Canadian AlOS Society protested the move. arguing that by

identifying tbe donors. the Red Cross would explicitly be violating tbose donors civil

rigbts. since they never agreed to bave their blood tested for HIV wben tbey donated it

more tban ten years ago (it is iIIegal in Canada. ander any circumstances. to test someone

for H1V without consent). The Red Cross won tbe case. and the Canadian AlOS Society

bas subsequently filed an appeal.32

1am more interested bere in framing this debate not around notions of "civil rigbts"

versus "public bealtb," collectivism versus individualism. but ratber. around tbe

contradictory yet uncontested logic tbat sucb a case makes explicit. As a manifestation of

the culturallogic ofdis-ease in the age ofAlOS. we need to ask specifica1ly wbose interests

are being served by public1y identifying these donors as sites of erotic danger. and to

32nc 8ppCaI ...as successful. aDd the Red Cross bas lemporarily bcen bamd from releasing names. Cf.:
"AlOS Society moves IOSlOp Red Cross from baring liSl of donOlS "ith HlV: (Gtutte 25 Oc!. 94IBI);
"Bad·b100dclClllas cao'! Ile ideDtilied." (Glo« and Mail 27 Oct. S :. AIO); "Red Cross a110\\'Cd 10 release
_oIïDfec:teddollCrs: (Ga:eDe 11 Nov. 94. Bl);lIIId "Cbanercitcd inappeal of ruling on wntcd-blood
dllllors: (Globe andMail 15 Nov. 94); "AlOS Society wins new bearing on disclosure," (Globe and Mail
17 Jan. 9SlA3).
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consider what is effectively displaced by the cver-investments in the legal and medical

discourses surrounding this case. Might it be possible to assume that the release of donors

names is a manifestation of the ways in which

the recent heightening of sexual regulation that is in sorne ways
prompted by the AlOS crisis cornes to exceed the bounds of AlOS
and to establish a contemporary regime in which epidemic
conditions rationalize the augmentation of regulatory apparatuses
beyond any justifiable or instrumental purpose.33

A panic logic. or logic of contagion. is directly brought into focus in this case here. for

such a scenario only serves to increase regulation in the interest of "risk management" yet

paradoxically serves no instrumental or effective purpose for further prevention of HIV

transmission through blood or b~ood prcxh:ct transfusions. The media have repeatedly (and

rightly) insisted that:

since most of those who were HIV-infected ten years ago will
a1ready have developed AlOS symptoms. the number of donors
who have not already discovered they are infected will be small.
Researchers have suggested the number is betweenfive and J6.34

Although there are probably fewer than 20 infected donors still
alive. "the ramifications are serious." S3id Russell Armstrong.
spokesman for the AlOS Society. People who wish to take (usel of
Ontario's anonymous HIV-testing programs might fcar their names
would be circulated despite promises of confidentiality. the Society
argued. Two groups that represent blood recipients-othe Canadian
Hemophiliac Society and the Hepatitis C group--both urged the
court to order that donors be notified.35

In addition to a volatile case that concems such a small number of people. the iIlogical

rationa1e behind the contacting of donors suggests that what is being regulated here is not

the "purity" of the blood supply. but the whole sexual economy in an age of danger. the

proliferation of phantasmatic sites of "risk" necessitating the intensification of

"management" procedures that far exceed even the perceived "threats" to the blood supply

articulated by the Red Cross. AIthough there is. to be sure. a very "rea1" (yet small) medical

threat at band, since the possibility of infected donations as a consequence of the six-month

33Suder, in Singer 7.
34(i1obeandMail (26 Oct. 941 A4: ilalics adcIcd)•
3SGcette (1 Nov. 941B4).
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"window" period··when HIV can remain dormant in an individual's blood. and hence

remain undetected by the Eisa and Western Blot tests (the tests for sero-positivity)--poses a

problem for the Red Cross in the interests of "risk management" and for those whose lives

depend on frequent transfusions of other people's blood and blood products. the donors

the Red Cross wants to contact were infected at least 10 years ago. and. assurning any of

them are still alive (the average maximum life expectancy from the time of HlV-infection is

ten to twelve years). would. therefore. never pose a "threat" to the blood supply. since if

they were ever to donate blood (and this is a further leap in logic. since. assuming they

would already know their condition they would not be giving blood). the mandal":y testing

of aIl blood products now implemented would detect infection. With this iIIogica1 premise.

what exactly is being regulated here? What exactly constitutes "risk," and how and why is

"risk" being managed o\'er and above the threat of "tainted-blood"?

To offer a partial answer to these questions. 1 would argue that. under the logic of

dis-case. we are witness here to the public attempt to lull the popular imaginary into a sense

of security. safety. in short. to produce a sense of "case" from the cultural anxiety resulting

from a threat that does not really exist. As a threat more accentuated as a media

phenomenon than a medical one. the discourse of "tainted-blood" paradoxically provokes

more panic. not less. displacing "case" while a1so perhaps seducing (unsuccessfully) the

public into complacency with the govemment and the Red Cross who really only have "the

interests of the public in mind." Though it is. no doubt, the medico-juridica1 mandate of

The Red Cross to ensure the "purity" of the blood system. the lega1 ramifications of this

case sugg::st that the Red Cross is demanding the right to extend its power beyond the

screening of blood and blood donors to the screening of unsafe sexual practices in general.

a "policing ofdesire" over and above their mandate.

Thus Justice Doug Carruthers (of Ontario Court General division). who made the

ruling. has argued that this case is "not about the rights of the few individuals. but about
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the health and well-being of our society..36 Similarly, The Canadian Association of

Transfused Hepatitis C Survivors (who. rumour has it, are in the process of developing

their own twelve-step program). and The Canadian Hemophiliac Society (who, one would

believe, have a vested interest in protecting themselves from infected transfusions. possibly

from these very individuals whom they seek to name) never entertain the possibility that, as

mentioned. the tracing of these donors would not possibly serve the purpose of reducing

risk of future infections through transfused blood or blood products. Not content with

protectinghemophiliacsfrom infected blood, they.like the govcmment who ruled in their

favour, are on a crusade to protect the nation as a whole not from unsafe blood products

but from unsafe sexual practices overwhich they could not possibility have any control. A

lawyer representing the Hepatitis C group argues that -Sorne infected donors may not yet

have developed AlOS and could be infecting others.-37While serving to underscore the

prolüeration of regulatory apparatuses beyond any justifiable purpose. the cultural logic

implicit in these arguments displaces the possibility that knowledge of HIV status does

necessarily guarantee behavioral changes,38and, more importantly, precludes any

acknowledgment that individual's also have a responsibility and a capacity for protecting

themselves in a way that govemment legislation does not orcannot.39

36q1d. in G/oM and Mail (II Nov. 94/A6).
37Go:erre (1 Nov. 941B4).
38For a discussion or Ibis, see Patton. Invenling .4/DS
39rhe social ramifications of a recent AIDS-relau:d court case similarly displacc notions of individual
responsibility for safe(r) scx practices: three Ontario "'amen "'cre a"'arded S25, 000 each ",hen they "'C1'C

infeded from unprotceu:d inten:oursc with a man ",ho kncw he "'as HIV-positive but did not disclosc his
sero-S1aIlIS lO thcse "'omen. "Ontario's Dhisional Court raised to S25, 000 from SIS, 000 the individual
a",ards given lO three women who contraclCd the AlOS \irus [sic) af1Cl' being infccu:d by the sarne man (..
.) threejuelges (.•.] rejceu:d a decision of Ontario's criminal Injuries Boatd, whieh rulcd Jas! year!hat the
maximum award of S25,OOO:hat is permitted tmder JlIO'incial law should be rcduccd by 40 pcreenl, on the
grounds that the wornen contribuu:d lO their p1ight by engaging in unprotceu:d scx. The court said the
Criminal Injuries Bœrd 'ened in law in demanding an unreasonably high standard of beba\iour' from the
women. The juelges said the board appeared 'to bave wrongly assumcd that the victims knew that there was a
big rislc, and that they bad a significant degree or control with respect te unproteeu:d scx.' Noting that all
three women said that Charles 5scnyonga (oC London, Ontario] bad lOld them he was in good hcaJth, the
court said it \\'as 'no! UIIIaSOllabIe for the \ictims lO [ask questions about his bealth] and for them lO accept
bis answers as uuthfuJ.' The court added that "'bile the three Wotnen 'may DOl bave been elttrernely cautious,
il c:aDDOl be said that tbeir bebaviour feJJ below the standard oC a reasonabIe person' "(G/oM and Mail 13
FeIl. 1995'A7).
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ln an atlempt to ·allay publicfears about the blood supply: a speech by a member

of the Red Cross is met with hostility from the president of the Canadian Hemophiliac

Society. a recurring voice (they have ·official status· at The Krever Commission) in this

on-going narrative. accusing the Red Cross of reinforcing " 'the same kind of decision­

making processes' that led 10 a thousand hemophiliacs being infecled with Ihe AlOS virus

(sic) from transfusions in the first place." Similarly. a spokesman for The Canadian

Association of Transfused Hepatitis C Survivors called the speech "more of the same of

trying to lull the public into a false sense of trust.· These comments despile the following

statistics:

not a single case of infection with hepalitis or human
immunodeficiency virus has been identified with the use of "plasma­
based fractioned products· since 1988. Blood components [...J
cannot be treated with the same process to kill viruses. but only 13
cases of HIV transmitled infection have been recorded since 1985.
even though more than 10.5 million blood donations have been
made and two million blood transfusions have been performed.
Since [...J 1990 there has been only one confirmed case of
hepatitis Bor C transmitled through blood components.40

For a ·narrati"e' account of the ·SIO')'· of Charles Ssenyonga and the \\ omen he infecled. sec June
Callwood. Trial Wilhoul End: A Shockillg Slory of WO~II alld A/DS. which tums Charles Ssenyonga
into Ihe African-Canadian "crsion of ·Patient Zero· (sec last chapter of this tbesis).•A per"ash'c urban
m,'th a few "cars back was the dubious sto/\,' of a m"sterious and beautiful woman wbo would bed
unsuspecting'men for a night of spectacular Se~, ln fue morning. sbe would he gone. lca"ing only a
message in lipstick on the bathroom milTOr: 'Welcome lO the world of AlOS.' Charles Ssenyonga was the
male ,'ersion of that m)1h. made rcal. From the mid-I980s. when the risk of AlOS from heterose~ua1

contac1 was still thoughtlO he ne~tto till. until his death two years ago, Ssenyonga knowingly c~posed at
lcast 10 women in Canada lO the buman immunodeficiency ,'irus that causes AlOS. 50 conlDgious "'as hL
that e,'cry woman who had unproteeled se~ with him. e,'en once. became infec1ed with H1V. (.. ,1 These an:
not your e~pec1edAlOS profiles. The firstlO he diagnosed. 'Jennifer Anderson' (a pseudonyml. is the child
of a privileged household tbat put great stock in usponsib/~ ~hDviour and good manMTS. Sbe was
considered by ber friends lO he 'something of a se~ua1 prude.' But on meeting Ssenyonga at a cousin's dinner
party, she was inlOxicaled by the African curio ,'endor's smo1tkring Mxuality. hi~ quick intellect and broad
knowledge oflaw. politics and African culluu· (Glo~ and Mail 13 May 19951C8; italies added). The
reception of this te~t here suggests implicitly that Ssenyonga was responsible for bringing AlOS to the
heterosexual populalion. and uncrilically ulilizes the sexual potency associaled \\ith the African body (·sc
contagious was he·--as if there are "arying degrees of ·contagiousness: e"en tbough H1V is not
·contagious· but infeclious; ·bis smoldering sexuality') with whicb AlOS bas alwa)'S been idenlified.
Though it is impossible lO defend anyone who would ~ingly infect another \\ith H1V. wbat is displaced
here is the real 'sboclting story· of wamen and AlOS: educalion and self-regulating campaigns \bat would
have pI'C"enled these cases of H1V·infeclion an: nOl adequately reaching lbis segment of the population.
And, lO under.icoie again the culturallogic of dis-ease. imagine for a moment lbe possibility "f a sexually
ac1Î"e. sero-posilive gay man lI)ing lO sue for his H1V-infection. even if his hehaviour did net fall 'below
the standard cfa reasoaabIe person.'\bat is. if he asked his partner about his heallb and assumed \bat lO he
sufficient for the prevenlioo cf H1V.
40Ali cf the above quoces are from the GIo~andMail (29 Nov. 94).
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ln addition to these kinds of comments. an interim report of the Krever

Commission has recommended that ail hospitals in Canada notify every single patient (an

estimated 3.5 million people) who received a blood transfusion between 1978 and 1990 to

wam them ofthe risk that they may have contracted HIV or Hepatitis C.41 As yet another

manifestation of panic 10gic. l'm wondering who will be reading sorne of these leUers.

since if people were infected in 1978. they would most certainly be dead by now. The

incitement to discourse is a1so the incitement to panic.

Similarly. the discourse of the "tainted-blood" scandaI has spawned yet another site

of erotic danger. exemplified in the recent Red Cross blood-drive poster/slogan "Give

Without RisklOonnez Sang Risque:42 an indication that public fear and anxiety about

blood and AlOS has surpassed a notion of "risk" concomitant with the exchange of fiuids

through transfusions to render. by a reverse logic. the very act of donating blood itself as a

site of "risk." danger or vulnerability. Dis-ease here serves to displace the rationale that no

one has ever been infected by simply donoJing blood. Yet. we are told. "The Red Cross is

short of blood. and the attention being focused on the blood supplY is at least partIy to

bll1111e. Perhaps some of the iuformation out of Krever [Commission) is confusing the

general public. [...] They may have doubts about the blood supply as a whu10:. Dellland is

very close to outstripping supply."43

To offer a brief summary of the chronology of events that unfolded vis-à-vis the

Red Cross and the presence of a new viral infection in the socius: in March of 1983 the Red

Cross announced that"AlOS was especially prevalent among certain classes of people.

including homosexual and bisexual men and new immigrants from Haiti:44 and therefore

asked that "bigh risk" donors voluntarily refrain from donating blood; in April of 1984. the

41"Kreverurges laÏnled-b100d waming." (GlolNanJ Mail2S Feb. 9SlA1).
42Tbe French pbrase is of course a play 011 words. with "sang" (blood) and its close proximily 10 "sans"
(witboul). Thougb tbis does nOl translate as effeclively into English. the message is the same in bath
instances: giving b100d is Dot risky (unlcss of course you occupy a positiOll of scxual danger).
43GIoINtlIIdMail (13 Dcc. 94).
44G=De (20 Sept. 941A4).
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Red Cross published a pamphlet about AlDS and distributed it to donors; finally. in April

of 1985. the Red Cross implemented a questionnaire asking donors about their sexual

aetÏ"lities. a strategy of "risk management" that was as uncertain and problematic as the new

virus itsclf. Given the volatile and ambiguous nature of this historic moment of the crisis.

and the anxieties and concems amongst thosc already stigmatizcd groups now bcing linked

exclusively to a deadly virus. it would not be unreasonable to expect that these certain

groups would have had a vested interest in questioning the nature and function of the kinds

of discourses articulated and the conclusions bcing drawn about this hitherto unknown

virus.

ln its coverage of this early period and the uncertainty by which it was

characterized. the current discourse of "tainted-blood" recollnts thesc eve'lts a decade later.

allowing for the rearticulation of the ways in which "Hostility from high-risk groups

hampered blood screening."45 The Montreal Ga::.ette informs us. for example. that

"hostility was especially acute in Montreal bccause most Haitian Canadians live here and

the city has a large gay population. [...] The highly charged atmosphere in 1983 made it

difficult to tighten screening of donors and reduce the flow of tainted blood into the

system."46

1am not interested here in the specific historica1 events in relation to AlOS and the

Red Cross's response; nor 1 am interested in establishing whether or not "hostility" was a

valid form of responsc from thesc "high-risk groups;" rather.I am interested in how certain

phantasmatic sites oferotic danger are subsequently rearticulated in media discourse and in

the popular imaginary. even a decade after the initial events transpired. indicating perhaps

sorne historica1 continuities in the discursive formations of AlDS. For example. during the

media coverage of the Krever Commission. the Ga::.ette writes that in February of 1985.

The Red Cross opened a blood clinic at the Berri metro station. which is "adjacent to

~ (20 ScpL 941A4)•
~ (20 ScpL 941A4).
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Montreal's so-called Gay Village, even though the Red Cross had identified gays as high­

risk donors two years before."47

ln a follow-up article, the Ga:l!ne tells us that this "Montreal clinic had high HIV

rates," and that the Red Cross maintained "blood donor site despite 'potentially dangerous

clientele'."48 Indeed. the statistics for the rates of infection for this particular c1inic are

alarming, and 1will quote them here in full to replicate the impact they might have had on

the newspaper audience for reinvigorating the potentiality of this c1inic's geographical

location as a site of erotic danger. and for redistributing those subjectivities always already

in identifiably close proximity to, and therefore constituting. that very literai site:

[the Berri c1inic] collected 50 times as much HIV-contaminated
blood as the average Canadian c1inic in late 1986. Ouring the first
year of testing, 0.042 percent of the blood tested positive in Quebec.
three times the rate in Ontario and more than double the national
average of0.017 percent. Of the 236 blood donations across Canada
found to be HIV-positive, 124were in Quebec, and 59 [or 25%) of
those were from the downtown Montreal clinic. [...] At one of the
numerous clinic sessions held at Berri subway station. 0.6 percent
ofblood donations--six in every lOOQ--tested positive for the AlOS
virus[sic] .49

Such alarming statistics serve to paint Montreal as a seething cauldron of viral infection.

utilizing perhaps the national reputation of Montreal's gay community as the country's

hotbed of unpoliced and uncontrolled homosexual activity--not to mention our great night

clubs. which. we already know. leads to more sex. But why the rates of infection in

Quebec in general and this Montreal clinic in particular were so high. in comparison to

other locales. is ail but completely ignored in preference for producing the statistics of

infection at this clinic for the reinscription of those sites of danger in ostensible proximity ta

the clinie itself: gay men. Haitians. (male and female) prostitutes. and IV drug users.

Though only one paragraph is devoted to quesliuning these statistics or analyzing why this

-f1~Ik(20Sept.941A4).
4llaa::eae (26 Sept. 941A2)•
49Ga:erte (26 Sept. 941A2).
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would be the case, the article concludes by reiterating the possibility for geographically•

sexually. and racially contained and containable sites of infection:

The mobile clinic at Berri station [...) straddled Montreal's red­
ligbt and pink-ligbt districts. wbere high-risk prostitutes of both
sexes plied their trade. Tbe clinic was not ooly locatcd in the Gay
Village but also among the bigbest concentration of heroin users in
the country, and adjacent to the University of Quebec at Montreal.
which has a higb concentration of Haitian students.50

Oespite tbe diversifying landscape of AlOS. tbe traditional narratives of prostitution.

promiscuity. sexual orientation (bomosexuality). drug (ab)use. and race or conveniently

folded in together to construct the penultimate site of erotic danger. as if to contain tbe

threat of dis-ease beyond tbe limited and identifiable racial. sexual and geographical

boundaries.S1 Tbougb 1do not want to question at ail the fact that HIV would certainly be,
higbly prevalent among some of tbese groups. the ways in wbicb tbis site of danger

functions as an over-investment of dis-ease conveniently displaces some other startling

revelations.

The Ga::.ene cbose not to follow tbis article up with a detailed discussion of other

factors tbat migbt bave caused the unusually higb rates of HIV at this particular "Gay

Village" clinic in particular and in the province ofQuebec in general. content with assuming

it as an inevitable and resultant effect of geograpby (and ail tbat is signified by tbis locale).

The GlobeandMail. on the other band. offered a follow-up article to these "facts." Entitled

"Top AlOS doctor critical of Colleagues:S2 the article cited comments submitted at the

Krever Commission by Dr. Rejean Thomas of l'Actuel Clïnic in Montreal. It is particularly

interesting tbat these comments were never covered by the Ga::.ene. given that this is of

pertinent local interest to the readership served by that newspaper. Dr. Thomas argued that

there is a long history in Quebec of referring potential carriers of HIV to the Red Cross

SOG=~ (26 Sept. 941A2).
SIODe of the n:commeDdaliOllS of the inlerim report of the Kn:\'er Commission is tbat °Blood-<!oDor cliDics
sbouId 110 longer Ile beld in _ ",ben: iDfeclion lllIC with AlOS [sic] 01' other IJlInsmissible diseases is
",dl above averase" (GIoM tutd Mtû/2S Feb. 9SIA7), a recommendalion 1 c:annot neces5lII'IIy CXllItest but
,,'bic:h _les with the above c:ammeDts.

S2aIoM tutdMail (28 Sept. 94 A4).
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blood c1inics for testing. because doctors simply do not know where else to send them. "a

dangerous practice as a striking example of ignorance in the medical profession a

generation after the AlOS epidemic hit Canada." and "a practice that could explain in part

why the number of donors testing positive for HIV in Quebec was twice the national

average." Similarly, a spokesman for the Montreal AlOS Resource Centre (David Cassidy)

citedlackof education and cooperation from the Red Cross and public health officiais for

these unusually high numbers (rather than the linear notion of "hostility from high·risk

groups" offered by the Ga:ene). suggesting the sensitive nature of the historic events by

arguing that: "gay men were particularly miffed that the Red Cross singled them out as

bigh·risk blood donors without first approacbing community leaders to deterrnine how the

sensitive issue was to be broached."

ln addition to the "tainted-blood scandai," the Red Cross faced yet another

"scandai." tlûs time prompted by university groups across Canada that were angered by the

so-called screening process of the Red Cross, which bans ail homosexuals and immigrants

from countries where AlOS is a common disease from donating blood.53 Three questions

in particular became the subject of public controversy: ln a rather broad interpretation and

implementation of "risk management." The Red Cross screens out (1) ail donors who have

engaged in homosexual sex since lm; (2) ail donors who were barn or emigrated from a

country since lm where AlOS is common; and (3) ail donors who have traveled to one of

these countries since lm.

S3[n addition to the controversy on uni\'ersity campuses last year, ·[n January [I995), a gay man in
SaskatOO't complained 10 the SasIcatcbewan Human RighlS Commission, cbarging thal the question [about
rnale-male intereowse) is discrirninatory" ("Red Cross under fin: from gays." Glo~ tuJd MaU 20 Feb. 9S
A4).
As if 10 underscore yet again a panic Jogie, in April of 1995 The Red Cross sbU! clown ail blood donor
dinies in ConcepliOll Bay Nonh, Newfoundland, btcauS" 0{ "high HlV raIeS" in the are&. Of the 156 known
caseso{ HlV·infectiOll in the province 0{ Newfolllldiand. 41 are from Conception Bay North, the highest
IaIe in the country. Though the regiOII bas a plPlt1ation of rT,000, a11 clinies were shut clown beau"..
"Since 1990. there have been 32 women [••.] and nine men from the regiOII wbo have les1ed pœitive for
HlV••• By comparisoa, 150 people througbout the povince were found 10 Ile HlV-pœitive, including~
wbo have AlOS" (Globc and MIlil4 April 941A7).
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Not specifying what exactly constitutes "homosexual sex." the questionnaire, in the

interests of safety, excludes any male who identifies as homosexual. regardless of the

practices in which he engages. Rather than raising the fag-flag and inciting claims of

homophobia, this issue resonates more interestingly with what Singer defines as the

discrepancy between "patemalistic intervention" and "self regulation,"S4 effacing the very

real behavioural changes that the gay community itself effectively implemented in the early

years of the disease, that is. its ability to "regulate" itself in the interest of "safe(r)-sex"

rather than being regulated by extemal social forces (like the caBs for quarantining.

mandatory HlV-testing, govemment imposed c10sure of gay bath houses, etc.). The

disciplinary apparatus of the Red Cross for controlling bodies in the age of epidemic relies

on this patemalistic intervention rather than self-regulation.'Constructing sites of danger not

as constitutive of sexual practices but of community identity. This is not only a violence to

the effective and ethical responsiveness the gay community has already demonstrated itself

capable of. but rejects self-regulation with the result that other potential "tainted" donors

might slip through the cracks of the patemalistic system.

Not only evidence of the volatile and sensitive nature of the AIDS epidemic. these

questions in particular also underscore what Grosz has defined as the increasing

administration and targeting of "marginalized groups" that functions to grant the

heterosexual couple a forrn of "discursive privacy."SSAgainst the implementation of self­

regulation. nowhere, or at any time, is a bisexual or heterosexual woman asked if she has

engaged in vaginal or anal intercourse without a condom. not in the recent past let alone

since 1977. Given the demographics that heterosexual women are the fastest growing

group becoming infeeted with HlV (at least in the West). there is a serious flaw in the Red

Cross's logic. alogie that serves to displace dis-ease outo the body of the homosexual male

S4singer 67.
SSorosz 1S3.
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subject, where it has always already been in the popular imaginary but where current

demographics suggest il no longer exclusively belongs.

Though as a sexually active gay man who has never been tested for HIV and would

thus never think of donating blood (if 1were even permined to).1 am inclined to accept the

notion that the nuclear family. in the age of epidemic. ois being repackaged as a

prophylactic social device," a "vulgar expropriation of the call to 'safety' " which "implies

that homosexuality is itself unsafe:56 to explain thi~ logic than 1 am about Grosz's

comments that it is especially the husbandlfather half of the reproductive heterosexual

couple who is granted a form of "discursive privacy." While potent and engaging.1 think

Grosz's comments are perhaps less tenable at least in this particular case. since. in the Red

Cross's questionnaire. it is clearly heterosexuality and not gender that serves as the

criterion of purity versus danger in the age of epidemic.

Before moving on, 1 would like to retum to the unprecedented legal moye-othe

request for permission to identify the names of infected donors--to end this section with a

further consideration of the potentiallegal ramification of the "tainted-blood scandai" vis-à­

vis the culturallogic ofdis-ease. In a Globe andMail 57editorial disagreeing with the ruling

on this case. the question of whether or not Oit is in the public interest that we know about

everyone infected with HIV regardless of their being opposed to such public identification"

is raised. To which is offered the following hypothetical scenario:

If we can test a group of blood donors without their consent. why
should we not bring in all those who have received transfusions of
questionable blood and make them take the test? For that malter,
why not test ail gay men. who after ail are the group most likely to
contract and spread the disease? This need not stop with AlOS.
Once we have said it is permissible to test blood for various things
witbout donors' permission. the door is wide open. What. for
instance. is to prevent health authorities from testing for genetic
flaws tbat predispose individuals or their offspring to certain
diseases. ... Now that medical teehnology can reveal such things.
medical privacy is more important than ever.

S6suder. iD SîDger 8.
S7"TaiDtaI BloodaDd Violaled Privacy: (Globe andMDi/14 Nov. 941AI4).
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Similarly. a spokesman for the Canadian AlOS Society declares:

The next time you give a urine sample to your insurance company.
are they going to test you for AlOS [sic) without your consent
["mandatory" HIV testing is required for ail new Iife·insurance
policy applicants--though a rather dubious forro of "consent" is
required: get tested or you don't qualify).The next time you donate
blood for a study on cholesterol. is someone going to come around
later and test your blood for AlOS [sic)?S8

Though 1am inclined to position myself on the side of this Globe andMail editorial and the

arguments by the Canadian AlOS Society in their critiques of this particular ruling. 1wish

to offer the following questions for consideration: Why has AlOS elicited the kinds of

responses quoted here? Are these prophecies and protestations themselves part of the panic

logic spawned by AlOS in general and the discourse of "tainted-blood" in particular? Do

they not also indicate the increasing production and intensification of regulation in the age

of epidemic that bears no "rational" relation to the scenarios offered in the Krever

Commission? Is thisjust idle speculation. some apocalyptic Orwellian prophecy of societal

surveillance? We are. after ail, only talking about five to sixteen individuals,

Indeed, this ruling provides a legal precedent that could have serious future

repercussions. Then again. perhaps it could not. The only comment that 1 will make in

reference to these counter·discursive narratives is that they are c1early articlI;lated to provoke

public fears and anxieties in a way !bat is similar to the resultant effects of the "tainted­

blood scandai," with the only exception being that their political motivations are radically

different, suggesting the serious social and legal implications that the cultural investments

of dis-ease can elicit for political and moral configurations ofAlOS.59

58Dou&las E1liOl, q1d. in GkJbe andMail (13 ()çL 941A4),
59Amidst the CXl\'entgc of the "lainlCd·b100d scandai" \\'as a recent molion by the RefonD Pany of Canada
that \\'enl "irtua1ly UDDOtic:ed by the media, a molion demanding mandalory H1V testing for ail potential
immigrants 10 Canada that "'as SIIJlPOI1"d by 20 Liberal MPs and defealCd by onIy 36 vOleS (because many
Liberal and BQ MPs failed 10 show up 10 vOIe do\vD the measule). Liberal MP Reg Alcock argued that the
motion "wu pandering 10 C"ery DaSty instinct people have. Simply 10 VÎClÎmize groups for cheap shan­
tenn heallines is inesponsible.' BUI Reform Immigration eritie Art Hangcr from calgary insislCd that 'the
1IIClÛ0II". designcd 10 pm'ent neecIIessJy iDcreasing the spread ofAlD~Canada and 10 save the public
health system big expendit=s IOClIIe for AlOS affiieted immigrants:[.'::}To say wc need DOl tesI woule!­
Ile immigrants for H1V becauIe il is DOl COIItasiOUS is eitber the beisJrt of semantie stupidity or is poIitical
eana:tness that couJd CXlSI hUlldreds if DOl thcusands of lives and UDtoId miUioas of doIJ:us.' All32 RefonD



•

•

chapter one 32

To retum. then. to the second motif offered by Singer-othe familial structure of

desire and the perceived threat AlOS poses to it--is to broach the following questions: What

exactly is so scandaJous about the "tainted-blood scandal"? And whose pleasure and power

are served by the narrative framing of AlOS as a "scandai"? To suggest a response to this

question of "scandal: 1 tum first not to Singer but to Watney. who. in his seminal and

extensive analysis of AlOS in the media. highlights. as Singer does. the connection

between "scandai" and the role and function of the normative and coherent social body in

AlOS discourse. offering potent strategies for an analysis of the discourse of "tainted­

blood." Watney writes:

scandai serves the purpose of exemplary exclusion in newspaper
discourse. and is the central means whereby readers find themselves
reassured and reconciled as "normal: "Iaw-abiding" citizens. (...)
The[ l fixed categories of gender. race. class. sexuality and national
identity. and all their myriad derivations. are orchestrated together in
order to proteet readers from the actual diversity of social and sexual
life. which it is also the business of the press stridently to denounce
as immoral. indecent and unnatural. Thus the 'scandalous" is firm/y
structuredas thot which transgresses against the coherence ofone or
more ofthese categories. that which fiouts their validity and must
therefore be exposed.60

As stated in the openîng of this chapter. AlOS discourse and the social symbolic relations

that facilitate its utterance is indissolubly linked to notions of liminality. the transgression of

coherence. of borders. of order in general. Not only does Watney's polemic here resonate

with Singer. it also has striking implications for the discursive frameworks of

order/disorder. purity/danger. cleanlproper. etc. skil1ful1y outlined by Douglas and

reinterpreted by Grosz. For the cultural investment in the sexual economy of the familial

ideal of the procreative couple, and the ways in which that ideal is representative ofboth the

coherence of the social body and of its potential transgressions, is, 1 would argue. the

constitutive site for the articulation and conferral of that which is "SC3ndalous" about the

"tainted-blood scandai."

MPs peseul voted iD faveur oi!he lIIOlioa. (Cf.: '20 Ubel3J MPs back reform bid 10 leSl immisrants for
AlOS \il1lS[sic)', Ga::eIIe 1 Nov. 94).
6OwalDey. Potidltg Dt.rin84-8S: (ilalicsadded).
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As stated in the introduction. Singer maintains that the current panic logic functions

such that the nuclearfamily is constructed as the exemplary site of "health" and "safety" in

an age of epidemic (or. in the words of Douglas. as a site: of "purity" in an age of

"danger"). suggesting that "over and against the construction of 'high-risk' or dangerous

sex. there is the production of the family as the exemplar of sexual safety and health."61

On the surface. however. the "tainted-blood scandai" is not about sex at all. since infection

b~ transfused blood is removed from the realm of the "erotic" that would constitute the

usual investments of danger. And. in contrast to Singer's hypothesis. the nuclear family

can no longer be constructed as a unit ofl:ealth and safety. ofpurity in times of danger. for

the "tainted-blood scandai" as an unstable signifier disrupts the illusion of "discursive

privacy" that the nuclear family has for the most pa:t been accorded in this epidemic. That.

alas. is what renders the "tailited-bIOC'd scandai" so scandaJous. what makes the tragedy

that much more tragic. "ScandaI" does not signify as much questions of competence on the

part of the Red Cross as it does the specifie articulation that the boundaries of the social

body have been subjected 10 transgression. destabalization. and to liminality in a way tbat is

often denied in the popular perceptions of the AlOS qidemic.

Although it is a "scandaI" ostensibly "about" the plight inflicted on certain

individuals infeeted with HIV through blood and blood product transfusions. the

discourses structuring this "epidemie" (here 1mean the blood "epidemic" as a proliferation

of "epidemic" conditions spawned by AlOS) rely on notions of familialism. where

individuals are called upon to tell their stones in such a way as to elicit and affirm an

identifactory relationship with the cohereut social body ebaracterized and signjfied by the

familial norm. the procreative heterosexual couple. ln a manner strikingly consistent with

Douglas's polemic. the discourse of "tainted-blood" asserts that "public rituals enacted on

the human body are taken to express personal and private concerns.062 where the public

61 Budcr. in Singer 7.
6:!Douglas 115.
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body of AlOS and the ritual of the exchange of bodily f1uids function to articulate the

personal and private concems of the heterosexual couple.

Moreover. though the coverage of the "tainted-blood scandai" is almost never

explicit in :.u1iculating those sites of erotic danger from whom protection is required. the

potency of the familial idea1to elicit "scandai" serves to implicate and reinscribe AlOS once

again into the preexisting sexual economy and representational system of homosexuality.

As a constitutive exclusion. the signification offered by the clandestine body of

homosexuality as the usual site for erotic danger in the age of AlOS is always already

present vis-à-vis an AlOS narrative. underscoring again the power of discourse and ils

reiterative potential to exclude homosexuality from systems of signification} always

already rearticulate it wilhin that system. Even in the context of AlOS. and its indissoluble

connection to homosexuality. the hcterosexual couple remains the pivot and frame of

reference for these "Other" sexualities.

It is quite telling to discover that in not one account of these evenls at the Krever

Commission in the popular press that 1 have read63 are we ever witness to a so-called

"victim" of "tainted-blood" who does not belong in sorne shape or forro 10 Ihe ideal

represented by the heterosexual and/or reproductive couple. In the September 19. 94 issue

of Maclean's magazine. for example. the coyer story. entitled "BAD B1.OO0? Is Canada's

Supply Rea1ly Sare?," provides a summary of the events that led to the infected blood

producls and the recently established Krever Commission. including a comparison of

American and Canadian safety standards. The graphics on the coyer show a vial of blood

tipped over and spilling across the page's ominous "BAD B1.OO0" header. as if to

underscore that this "scandai" is indeed !lbout the transgression of the boundaries that are at

the symbolic centre of AlOS discourse. And. as ail good AIOS-journalisls lcnow. any

"factual" story about AlOS should for full effect conclude with a journalistic "human

63J bave i cbcd evay SÏllgIe public:aliOilœsevaal ranadjan dailies (specUlClIIIy the Globe and Mail and
the MOIlIia1 a-tJe) fnxn5epœmberœ 1994 10 1be presen1c1ay.
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interest story," underscoring the "scandaI" and tragedy in a way that statistics and

quotations from govemment bureaucrats could never elicit. Thus. the article in Maclean's

concludes with a piece rather predictably entitled "Voices of the Victims." the story of the

Halifax, Nova Scotia couple Randy and Janet Connors, who were both infected with HIV

when Randy received a blood transfusion in 1986 and subsequently infected his wife. The

article is accompanied by the requisite photo of the couple, a moving rendition of their

"victimization." clutching cach other for comfort as they gaze melancholically away from

the lens of the camera in mock contemplation of their certain destiny (the photo is no doubt

posed, as the Connors sit well-dressed on the dirty ground in what appears to be a field of

some sort). The article begins with the plaintive: "They told stories of acute pain. personal

devastation and incredible courage. Randy Connors [...] seemed to be speakîng for all the

victims when he bluntly told the inquiry: 'It's just plain murder what they [the Red Cross]

did, giving out a product that they know is going to \cill you.' "64

More thanjust a manifestation of the ways in which "scandaI" is elicited at the site

of the heterosexual couple. the power of the ~ultural and social responses to the AlOS

epidemic extends itself into the legal domain, spilling into other discourses and sites of

investment much like the vial of blood that spills across the page and threatens the very

social order itself. For not only were the Connors "victims" of "tainted-blood," they were

also activists who fought for compensation from their provincial govemment for those like

themselves who were infected witb HIV as a result of blood and blood product

transfusions. They fought, and they won. convincing the provincial govemment to award

$30.000 a year for life to every Nova Scotian sufferîng AlOS [and
those who are infected with }DV. a distinction the article fails to
note] because of blood-product transfusions and to every spouse or
cbild they infect. The province will also pay for AlDS drugs for
eligible families. sorne life insurance and funeral costs. and four
yeaTS ofpost-secondary educationfor the children."6S

MAs WalDCy bas wriltcD: 'How many limes does OIIC bave 10 inform a proCessioaal scieDCC conespoudent
[...1 lbat people wilh AlOS are onIy 'victims' of predatOIy jOWllll1ists?" (Polidng Duire 34). Also,
WalDCy "'nIeS: "AlOS rqxx1lIge 1eIIs us far _ about joumaJism 1baD it does about AlOS" (80).
6SGto~lJIIdMail (15 Sept. 941A6; ilalics added).
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Though the rest of the country did not follow suit. offering instead a "Multi­

Territorial Assistance Program"66 that compensates only those directly infected by blood

products, the implications here are iIIuminating in terms of the over-investment of the

familial economy and the resultant displacement of the "Other." If indeed the Red Cross

and the govemment were guilty of negligence and mismanagement (which it appears they

were). then one would be hard pressed to argue against sorne form of compensation. And 1

do not wish at ail to contest or to support such daims. What is not hard to contest,

however. and what is Dot easy to support. is the ways in which the family is figured as

both the exclusive site of vulnerability and the only social-sexual configuration worthy of

compensation. over and above the possibility of any other scenario (at least as it is

presented in the popular imaginary). Why should we as a society goes as far as to supply

"four years of post-secondary education for the children" of those infected (even if. as the

article does Dot make clear. these children were themselves not infected but are the

offspring of those who were),67when no compensation has ever been given or any

ajJOlogies ever made to the thousands of gay men and IV drug users who were similarly

infected because ofgovemment negligence, inaction. and indifference?

Remaining within the context of this present "scandai: imagine the public outcry

that would ensue if a sexually monogamous hemophiliac infected through a blood

transfusion who also happens to be gay attempted to convince the govemment and society

that he was a "victim" of "tainted-blood: and should. therefore. be compensated for

injuries incurred; or imagine that that same gay man infected with HlV through a blood

transfusion infected his monogamous partner of twenty years. What difficulty he would

have in convincing the popular imaginary that he was infected not because he himself

represents a site oferotic danger, not because he was "irresponsible" in protecting himself,

66(;lobeandMail (1 Nov. 94).
67"0De oC Ibe impxlallt fUDCliOllS oC Ibe family is œnainly 10 manage Ibe rqxodllClivc lXlII!C<IlIClICCS oC Ibe
SlIbsliWWlility oC bodies, by CS1abIisbiag JcgaJJy recopizcd stnICtUIeS oC p10pcny rclatiOllS dcsiped 10 lialc
offspriDg witb Ibeir JlI08CIIÏrors" (Singer 78).

•
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but because he was one of thase unfortunate enough to have been a casualty of government

negligence and an over-wrought bureaucratic system. or the partner of one of those

individuals. Or imagine for a moment the possibility of a common-Iaw heterosexual couple

in the same situation as the Connors with the exception of a marriage certificate fighting for

compensation. If we are going to give four years of post-secondary education to the

children of those infected. why not goes as far as to compensate every single sexual partner

of those people infected by "tainted-blood." even. and especially. if they fall outside the

parametres of the matrimonial bond? Given their penchant and skill for the tracing of

avenues of infection. the govemment. it seems. would be up to such an impossible task.

Clearly it is incomprehensible that we as a society could compensate or even

imagine the possibility that there might be people involved>other than thase who subscribe

to the marital norm. The cultural logic of dis-case could not and will not tolerate such

paradoxes and seeming contradictions. Though it is not inconceivable that such scenarios

could and probably did occur. it is almost impossible to expect the legal community or the

Canadian federal and provincial govemments or the Red Cross or the media or even the

Connors to conjure up such scenarios for the public imaginary. The convenient cultural

conflation of homosexuality as always already identifiable (and therefore equivalent) with

AlOS displaces these possibilities. as does the over-investment of the family and the

sanctity offered to the marital couple displaces the possibility for the cultural valorization of

practices ofheterosexuality that are outside the matrimonial bond. The families of those

infected are being compensated because their sexuality and sexual practices are assumed to

be containable; that is, the phantasmatic faith in the coherency of the social body of the

heterosexual couple assumes that avenues of infection cao be determined vis-à-vis the

ostensibly monogamous bond of the marriage certificate in a way that other sexual

configurations could not. The family here then is figured as a site of over-investment

whose social rights and cultural privileges provide the pivot and frame of reference for

articulating that which is scandalous and for determining the course of the legal rights and
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responsibilities that frame the debates about AlOS. Thus. it is the family unit. and not the

immune system. that is figured as under threat by AlOS, to the complete exclusion of a1l

other possible sites of vulnerability. As Foucault writes on the very first page of The

History ofSexuality: "The legitimate and procreative couple laid down the law."68

Scattered throughout the coverage of the death of Randy Connors and his wife's

success in the compensation fight. we are given little snippets of their subscription to th.:

values of domesticity. In addition to the Maclean's article, the Globe andMail has written:

The stalwart widow of AlOS activist Randy Connors said her
partner gave her one of the last gifts that she will carry with her the
rest of her days [the article holds off for a couple of lines to inform
the reader that this gift is not the deadly virus that the opening line
sets us up for]. Mr. Connors traveled to Toronto, where he told a
federal inquiry that those responsible for a1lowing Canadians to
receive tainted blood should he jailed. He said guilt from infecting
his wife was almost more than he could hear. His last words on
Tuesday: "Janet, l'm sorry. 1love you." 69

With typical joumalistic fiourish, the article fol1ows these words up with the quaint and

plaintive: "Mr. COMors slipped into a coma and died several hours later." And as if to

restore sorne dignity to this man's life, given the "shame" associated with dying of

AIOS,7Owe are told tbat:

He was surrounded in the home he loved by his wife. two sisters
and bis parents. His teen-aged son, Angus. could not he there. "It
was so important to him to know that the home was safe for Gus
and 1: Mrs. Connors said. -And on July 13. we paid olf the
morrgage. -71

681~ His/ory 0/SUIlaiity 3.
69010« andMail (15 Sept. 941A6).
70A rccent episode of the day-lime IaII:-show "Shirley" (crv February l, 1995) about people falsely
di"B""5"d ,.ith H1V. in wbich one guest declarcd that he'd "rather he dead \han live with AlOS," was
considered by host Shirley SoIomon herself to he one the "saddest and most lragic" shows she had ever
donc, apparendy DOt becallse these people lai AlOS but because, in faet, they didn~. The false diasnoscs
that lIueatencd la destroy marriages and families e1iciled an unfathomable amOlInt of holTOl' and dishelier
from the audience. again DOl becanse of anxiety about UDCa1ain leSlS resulls or the lintilalions of science,
but becanse of the CODtinued stigma and sbame these people assumed la he carryïng for baving a disease
which in rality they c1id DOl bave. An H1VlAIDS counseIor rigbtJy suggesled that wc DOl get fOC) hyslaical
about false pBlives and urgee! these people la gel on \Vith their lives.
7IG1o«IUIdMail (15 Sept. 94, A6).
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The conflation of the helerosexual nonn and/as the sile of sexual and economic investment

("we paid off the mortgage") in relations of exchange attempts the recuperation of a sense

of order in the face of the disorderliness of AlOS.

ln addition to their success in the fight for government compensation packages,

"The couple received a human-rights award last year for their work in raising awareness

about AlOS;" and after Ottawa agreed to a Sl39 million package for the 1000 hemophiliacs,

"Four major drug companies added Sl7 million to the package inspired by Mr.

Connors;"72 while thousands of gay men, drug users, and urban poor die prematurely as

a direct result of lack of resources and access to the "beneficent effects of power" (Singer)

that such familial over-investments displace.

At the same time as the media coverage of "the tainted-blood scandal" and the death

of Randy Connors, an AlOS-related death in the United States prompted similar responses.

ln their coverage of the death of Eizabeth Glaser in California, one newspaper referred to

her as a "Hollywood w:fe" first and then an "AlOS activist" second.73 circumscribing her

within a familial framework and thus setting up the nl:ccssary conditions for "scandai" that

will make her story poignantly "tragic." Glaser prompted international attention not only

because she was the "Hollywood wife" ofactor Paul Michael Glaser (of Starsky and Hutch

fame). but also because she infected bath of her children. Ariel and Jake. Such was the

enormity of her plight that top govemment officials stood up and took notice of her death.

and. consequently. ofAlOS. spurred on. no doubt, by the perceived threat to the American

nuelearfamily that bas been a constant source ofpolitical provocation bath in the Bush and

now Clinton administrations. So inspirational was her tragic story that President Bill

Ointon himself urged the American public to "honourher memory by finishing the work to

which she gave everythingshe had. Elizabeth confronted the challenge ofAIDS in her own

life and lost her beloved daughter to AlOS al a lime when our govemment and our country

72aIobetuttiMail (15 Sept. 941A6).
73G1obe tuttiMail (5 Dcc. 941C5).
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were too indifferent to this ilIness and the people who had it."74 Clinton is refemng here to

Glaser's work on the Pediatric AlOS Foundation. which eamed her a presidential citation

from first-Iady Hillary Rodham-Clinton.

The over-investment of this mother's tragic death--and her child's--displaces the

untenable nature of her "story" configuring the "mother" as symbolic divine protectress of

the familial economy--the "family romance" and the "pleasures of matemity"7S_- despite

the impossibly of her c1aims:

ln 1981. when Mrs. Glaser was nine months pregnant with Ariel.
her first child. she began bleeding and was rushed to hospital in Los
Angeles. where she was given seven pints of blood. The baby was
delivered successfully. Three weeks later. Mrs. Glaser read a
newspaper artic1e telling of the dangers of contracting HIV. the virus
that causes AlOS. from blood transfusions. She said her doctor
reassW'ed her and she was not tested for the viràs.76

ln 1981. however. only a handful of cases ofwhat we nowcall AlOS had been seen. and a

lest for HIV was several years away. The Center For Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta

issued a waming on November 5.1982. when there were only eight cases of AlOS known

to have been transmitted through the transfusion ofHlV-infected blood products. The virus

as such wasn't even identified until 1983. yet we are offered here a scenario by Glaser

herself and uncontested by the media of a mother seeking protection for her family from a

virus that sbe could Dot have possibly known about. The "facts" about AlOS are displaced

in this narrative in preference for maintaining the virtues of the familial bond. eliciting

consensus about the tragic nature of this story in a way that perbaps tells us more about the

cultural investments of the family than it does about the historic unfolding of the AlOS

epidemic.

As1have tried to implicitly suggest througbout this chapter. the cultural circulation

ofa discourse of "tainted-blood"-and the inscription of all that is here signified by such a

phrase 'vis-à-vis the configuration of "scandal"--might have implications for the

'4ciIo«aNIMail (5 Dec:. 941CS).

'Ssinger 79.
'6(;/0« aNIMail (5 Dec:. 941CS; italics added).
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consideration not just of media phenomenon in an information age. but also for a

consideration of the phenomenon of social symbo\ic relations in the era of AlOS. To

conclude this chapter. and to treat the latter phenomenon more exp\icitly. is to broach the

following obvious question raised at the start: What social and cultural mechanisms are

currently in place that would allow the circulation of a discourse of "tainted-blood" in the

first place. especially and most obviously given the proximity of AlOS to the socially

stigmatized yet rarely spoken field of homosexuality? To offer a not 50 obvious answer. 1

retum again to Douglas. For if we are to assume that. as Douglas has argued. "pollution"

or "dirt" is matter that is out of place. and that that form of matter which constitutes

"danger" can only be articulated where there are clearly delimited \ines of structure.77 what

then might this polemic offer for a consideration of "tainted-blood." most significantly in

relation to notions of the structure of the body. of ils borders and its limils. and the lived

experience of the body by which these borders and limils are constituted?

Writing in 1966. Douglas argues:

1 believe that ideas about separating. purifying. demarcating and
punishing transgressions have as their main function to impose
system on an inherently untidy experience. It is only by
exaggerating the difference between within and without. above and
below. male and female. with and against, that a semblance of order
is created.78

The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Ils
boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or
precarious. The body is a complex structure. The function of ils
different parts and their relations afford a source of symbols for
other complex structures.79

Throughout the discourse of "tainted-blood" and the Krever Commission on the Red

Cross. it is relentlessly evident that, on a materiallevel. "scandai" serves for thearticulation

of a system inherently out of order. a bureaucratie nightmare of ineffieieney and lack of

77Doug1as 113; Cf.: JlISSBse from !he opeoiDg 0{ Ibis clIapIcr•
'7lloouglas 4.
7900uglas 115.
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resources.80 But in addition to this literaI level. the "tainted-blood scandai," as a

manifestation of the disorderliness of "an untidy experience." is. perhaps. more about the

social order and the configurations of the body in the age of AlOS than it is about the

inefficiency of bureaucratie systems or the limitations of science. The ways in which the

social body can stand as a representation of any bounded system beyond the literaI to

signify a whole set of social symbolic relations. the ways in which it can function as a

source of symbols for other complex structures. could be more readily understood if we

were to consider "tainted-blood" as "dirt. " as matter inherently out of place. Building on

Douglas's tex!, Grosz has argued that:

Dirt signaIs a site of possible danger to social and individual
systems. a site of vulnerability insofar as the status of dirt as
marginal and unincorporable always locates sites of threat to the
system and to the order it both makes possible and problematizes.81

The punitive effects of power and discoursc-that is. the attempt to impose a sense

of order to the system tbat has been transgressed. while also displacing the anxieties that

erupt at the sites of these transgressions--suggest that the cultural and social significations

of "tainted-blood" function as the representation of difference for the stabilization of those

binary configurations: Self/Other. insideloutside. order/disorder. c1eanldirty. contaminatedl

contaminating. c1osedlopen. c1eansing/polluting. unpenetrable/penetrated. etc.• to

reestablish a sense of order to social and symbolic systems of the body in the age of AlOS.

Consistent with the notion of the reiterative power of discoursc to produce the phenomenon

it seeks to control, the ways in which "power regimes are themselves formed and sustained

through certain erasures [and) constitutive exclusions," where certain bodies are

paradoxically "marked as both outside and constitutive"820f these social formations,

"tainted-blood" rearticulates AlOS within a homosexual economy yet always already

SOone need onIy bcar tbc chain of lXlIDlIIllIId al tbc beart of Canada's b100d Sys1CDIlO rcaJize whal an ovcr·
wroughl burcaue:racy il indeed is: The Canadian Blood AgeDCy. a joinl provincial and territorial aseney.
finances tbc system; tbc Red Cross nms il; and tbc Bureau of Biolosics (!) sets tbc resuJaliOllS and "polices"
the s)'SlClIL

81Cirosz 192-
82Budcr. in Sinscr 4.
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excludes homosexuality from these formations. To be sure, one need only ask the simple

questions: "Tainted" by what, and by whom,?83

Again, interpreting Douglas's influential text, Grosz has stated that:

Douglas is (...] right in claiming that we live our sexual bodies,
our body f1uids and their particular forms of jouissance or tension,
Bever as it were "in the raw," unmediated by cultural representation.
Our pleasures and anxieties are always lived and experienced
through models, images, representations, and expectations. Those
regulating and contextualizing the body and its pleasures have thus
far in our cultural history established models which do Dot regard
the polluting contamination of sexual bodies as a two-way process,
in which each affects or infiltrates the other.84

Grosz is concemed here with the ways in which different body types are produced

in and through the different sexual and cultural practices undertaken, a concem that

suggests the potency of discourse to signify social structures, and for the social inscription

of the body for the rearticulation of dominant cultural values. If we live our sexual bodies

(and, more importantly here, our body f1uids) through the mediation of cultural

representation, and inversely, ifwe mediate those cultural representatioDS through the lived

experience of the body, it is not insignificant and DOt surprising that the transmission or

exchange of blood from the margiua\ body of AlOS into the coherent social body would

elicit the significations associated with the very notion of "tainted" fluids, especially if we

considered that other f1uids with the potential to harbour and transmit viral infection bave

not been framed in this way: we do DOt talk about "tainted" semen or "tainted" vaginal f1uid;

nor do we talk about "tainted" blood in the context of sites of infection associated with

intravenous drug use. To talk of "tainting" in these situations would be to consciously

thwart a semblance of order, where in fact these fluid excbanges serve to offer AlOS as a

stable signifier, the result of the lived experience of the marginal bodies and their bodily

83ln a _ ncwspapcranicle, "HcmopIliliacs DOl wamed about b100d from San Francisco,· tbe answer 10
this question is expIicidy addr 1· "1'be Red Cross did DOl warD bemopbiliacs in 1985 that !bey !lad beeD
given \ials of pcleDtiaJly letbal b100d from San Francisco, tbe A1DS [and Gay] capital of Nonh America"
(GIoM aIIdMail 17 My, 1995'A19). This is one of Ihe few examples wbere tbe discomses c:l tbe KJever
Cammi,,;jon explicidy ackDowledge gay men as tbe doDon of HlV-infected b100cL The media is usually
more caulious Ibm Ibis, lbaup tbe Q M"O"'lion is a1ways implicidy presenL
84orosz 19(>.197.
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fiuids that allows for both the conferral ofthat which is not a "scandai," not "tainted," and

also for that which is. As a manifestation of "dirt." the "tainted·blood scandai" and the

social symbolic relations that permit its utterance, suggest that those "bodily processes

construed or constituted as marginal [...] are readily able to function as loci for the

representation of social and collective anxieties."85

Grosz writes: "Perhaps it is not after ail fiow in itself that a certain phallicized

masculinity abhors but the idea that fiow moves or can move in two-way or indeterminable

directions" characteristic of gay male sexuality, in opposition to the heterosexual man,

whose sexuality constitutes a "sealed·up, impermeable body,"86 If we are to assume

Grosz's thesis about the roots of "homophobia" and the eliciting of "horror" gay male

sexua1 practices can elicit. then the discourse of "tainted·blood" is, 1 would argue, already

deeply invested within a homophobic discourse, since we are talking about a literai

manifestation of the idea !hat fiow can move in an indeterminable way that has certainly

elicited horrer ("scandai") in the popular responses to "tainted-blood." But consistent with

the paradoxical nature of power, and of dis-ease, "scandai" serves the effective

displacement of!hat potential IWo way fiow, denying the possibility that fiow can move not

only to the site of the heterosexual couple, but to other sites of vulnerability as weil, a

"category crisis" offiow !hat bas threatened the coherency of the entire social body, marked

it as liminal in a way !hat it has always refused to he.87

U1timately, of course, the misplaced (displaced) social priorities that render

"scandai" are a malter of subjective experiencc and personallocation: for 1 find it equally

8Sorosz 196­
860rosz 201.
87Foucault bas argued that "for a society in wbich famine, epidemics, and violence made death imminent,
b100d coastilUted one of the fundamental values. Il owcd ilS bigh value al the same lime to it. instrumental
roIe. (••.) to the way it functiœed in the orcier of signs. (•••) A society of blood (.•.) where power speke
IIurnIgA blood. (•••) b100d was a uality wi/A a symbolk Junction" (The His/ory 01 ~:tllality 147.)
Foucault argues that this "S)'DIboIics of blood" transrormcd to the modem "analyûcs of sexuality: marIced
by the sbift to mechaaisms of P""CI' exerIing fon:es 011 bodies. p1easures, ete. But we an: apin in an ase of
"epidemic:: where power is in part spoIœn Ihrough the symbolic: func:1iOll of blood. Thc:sc: lidy, c:otoc:rent
epistanic: shifts are DOl always as tenable as Fouc:ault suggeslS. whic:h ac:c:ounlS in part for bis many
detia::1lCls.
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scandalous that people are being infected every day with this virus yet we cannot talk

frankly about safe(r) sex and condoms in our schools;88/ find itequa\ly scandalous that the

former United States Surgeon General Joycelyn Eiders was recently fired by President

Clinton for arguing that masturbation is a valid form of sexual pleasure and should be

promoted in the educational system;89 and / find it equally scandalous that Nova Scotian

Liberal MP Roseanne Skoke is a Member of Parliament.90 None of these scenarios are

figured as scandalous the way the "tainted-blood scandai" has been. None of these

scenarios transgress boundaries the way this has.

Within the culturallogics of the current sexual economy of exchange. to move

outside the narrative framing of AlOS in this instance as scandalous would be "to threaten

that exchange relation with a radical and unassimilable contestation of authority. a break in

the founding relation of exchange" that Singer calls "a rupture."91 A rupture. perhaps. of

88In a Ga::e~ fcaturc aniclc. cntitlcd "Are wc doing teenagCt'S more hann than good in teaehing thcm how
10 ha,'c SClt··C\'cn so-callcd 'sarc sclt'··rathcr than tl')ing 10 gct Ihcm 10 undcrsland and control Ihcir
adolescent impuloes?: public·hcalth "Cltpcn" Kristinc Napier (who is also thc chair of thc board of thc
"Rcsponsiblc Social Values Program" in thc United SlalCS) argucd: "1 havc comc to the conclusion that wc
do morc harm than good in introducing our kids to sexually cxplicit matcrial and tcaching thcm thc
mechanies or how to bc scltually aetÎvc, Parents ha,'c Dai,'cly acquicsccd to thc concept of 'sarc scx,' dri,'co
first by an acccptanee or tbc widcsprcad bclicf that 'a1lltids arc going to bccomc scltually aetÎYC' and thcn by
an intense fcar or'scltually lranSmit1ed AIDS [sic). But as parents. wc don't haYC to accept thc world wc
suddcnJy find oursclycs in: a wood that bas forgonen thc mcrits of tcaching ltids thc tricd and truc concept
or abstinence. Wc no longer havc to put our childrcn's hcalth in jcopardy.·as 1bcliC\'c wc do whcn wc acccpl
thc fallacious concept or 'sarc SClt" Abstincnce is not simply a moral issuc. It can mcan thc diffcrence
bctwccn lifc and dcath." Somc "cxpcn!" By den)ing thc rcality of thc "wood wc suddcnly find oursch'cs in:
this hcalth "expert" is doing just the opposite of wbat shc intends: putting children's hcalth at risk in a
scltual cconomy more problcmatic than anything this WornaD'S pre·AIOS mcntality could possibly
undcrstand. (Ga::e~ 17 Aug. 1994183).
89Shc bas a1so bccn quotcd as 5a)ing that "Good parcnts arc good parcnts--regardlcss of thcir sexual
oricolation. It's c1car that the sexual oricotation or parents bas nothing to do with thc scltual orientation or
outlook of thcir childrcn." (qui. in The At/vocale January 24. 1995) a statemcnt wc might expcct to ""use
sorne arntiety for the former Republican BushiQuayle administration. but which is wholly disconcerting to
hcar about a woman fircd by the Democrat Clinton (who ostensibly reprcscnts a new era in Amcrican
polities. summcd up. for example, by Barbra Streisand in ber New YorIc City concert wben she over.SlCppcd
the bounds or entertainment and good taste and dcdicated "Happy Days Are Herc Again" to the current
administration).
90tier fierce ausade against gay righlS in Ottawa bas provoked such public S1alemcnlS like "homOSCltuality
is an inhuman aet that defilcs humanity. destroys familics and is annihiJating manltind;" "Canada ellists to
SCf\oe familics"; and "Familics have inhercnt and inviolable righlS" (Cf.: "Storming the Ramparts."
Mac/ean's No"cmbcr:!8, 1994: 31.32). We know cxactJy wbat stoke is refcrring to hcre wben shc invokes
rcJisious fundamcnlalist·inspircd apocaJ)'plic scenarios oC the annihilation of mankind. and thercfore the
conl1atioa oC AlOS and/as hcmoscxuality remains the unspoken yet potent site for the justification or ber
bisoced and hatefuJ dialribcs.
9lButler. in Singer 4.
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the social order itself. a rupture that. the discourse of "tainted-blood" makes elear. is not

possible at this historie moment in the AlOS epidemie.
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But this. though: death.

the whole ofdeath.--even before lIfe's begun,

to hold it ail so gently. and be goOO:

this is b.:!yond description!

-Rainer Maria Rilke

chapter one 4 7



--Michel Foucault92
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CHRPTER TWO:

"EUERY PROBLEM HRS R SOLUTION:"

RIOS, HOMOSEHURlITY, RNO THE CULTURRL RECUPERRTlON Of

THE RMERICRN ORERM IN PHILRDELPHIR·

To analyse the political investment of the body 1.. ,1 lolne would he
concemed with the "body politic.~ as a set of material elements and
techniques that serve as weapons. relays. communication routes and
supports for the power and knowledge relations that :~vest human
bodies and subjugate (hem by tuming them into objects of
knowledge.

1kept trying to pump it up for the shopping mal1s.
--Oirector Jonathan Demme. on Philadelphia93

In the precedil!g chapter. 1attempted to demonstratèd how. under the culturallogic

of dis-ease. the over-investment of the familial economy functions as the site for the

articulation of that which is "scandalous" about AlOS. and that this over·investment

displaces other concems. anxieties. and fears disproportionately in need of address in this

epidemic. In the fol1owing chapter. 1 will continue to explore the investments of the

familiallheterosexual couple in AlOS discourse. specifical1y as it is configured through the

representation of the clandestine homosexual body of AlOS (as "Other") in Jonathan

Demme's Philadelphia (1993). Unlike the "tainted-blood scandai." the cultural construction

ofAIDS at the site of the homosexual body offers AIDS a stable and coherent signifier. But

even in this. the seeming conferral for addressing these "Other" concems. the culturallogic

of dis-ease, 1 will argue, negotiates the representation of difference as strategy of

displacement of this very "othemess,·

To begin tbis chapter with the intersection of Foucault's "body politic" and

Demme's strategies for bringing homosexuaiity and AlOS to the big screen ("1 kept trying

• A ,versiœ of Ibis chapler appcars undcr a similar tille in S~etato,: JoumoJ of Film and Tekvisio"
Crilicism Vol. 15. No. 1 (FaJl 1994).
92Foucauh. DisdpIiM and PunisIt 28.
93Jesse <men. "The 'Pbi1ade1phia' ExperilllCll1,· Premioe: Tht: Movie Maga:iM (January 1994): 60.
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to pump it up for the shopping malis") is to suggest one way in which to situate a relatively

recent phenomenon in popular cultural productions: the queer male body has become an

"object of knowledge" (Foucault) in popular spaces for general consumption. Il is also to

suggest that the screen as a medium of communication is indeed a "support" in the power­

knowledge relations that invest these queer bodies. The tendency toward cultural mastery in

mainstream cinema in general--that is, the insistence on a simple dichotomous logic of good

versus evil. liberal versus conservative, etc.• and the need for c1early delimited problems

with foreseeable and concrete solutions--assures that the spectacularized and c1ichéd images

of gay men will persist. The impulse for narrative c10sure and the imposition of a singular

and authoritative meaning in Hollywood cinema leave no space for epistemological and

ontological uncertainty, constructing and sustaining a linear definition in the popular

imaginary of what it "means" to be gay.

Where the queer male body in the age of AlOS is concemed, the pre-establishcd

representational system insists that we always already know the routes of HIV-infection

(epistemologica1 mastery): promiscuity; we always already know the fate of the queer male

body as a result ofits erotic treasons (ontological mastery): an unrestrained. unsatiated and

sexually adventurous body that wiil end in early death. In my treatment of the film, 1 will

argue !hat Philodelphia works along the lines of an established discursive formation of

homosexuality in the age ofAlOS: where the queer male body functions as "the body of the

condemned"-as our one moment in the media spotlight coofirms: the queer male body as

always already AIOS-ridden. always already on the verge of death-andlor as incidental to

the narrative structure of the tex!, negotiating difference not in order to inscribe our bodies

with alternative paradigms of sexual pleasure but for the rearticulation of dominant value

systems and social sexual configurations.
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If. as much recent film theory argues. it is the male body that is the site for the

playing out of narratives of difference in mainstream cinema.94 then. under the cultural

logic of dis-ease. these signifying practices will deploy "difference" (the homosexual body

of AlOS) as a strategy of displacc·ment. representing that which is culturally "Other" for the

recuperation and consolidation of a "normative" model of masculinity. male ser.uality. and

by extension. the"American Dream." ln short. to alleviate anxiety about AlOS. to move in

the direction of "ease," while also reinscribing phantasmatic notions of sexuality in the age

of AlOS. These strategies are effected. 1 will maintain. by foregrounding (though never

acknowledging) representations of race and c1ass repeatedly throughout Philadelphia. the

repeated intersection of "other" social and cultural issues that will work to diffuse and

displace the very subjects the film ostensibly addresses.

The form of Philadelphia is consistent with dominant representational and thematic

practices in Hollywood film in general. where the importance of male homosocial bonds

are highlighted. and where homophobia is situated in lerms of male competition.95 1n

Philadelphia. for example. male bonds are negolialed through the represenlation of the

relationship between Beckett and his lawyerJoe Miller (the homophobic lawyer. played by

Denzel Washington. who will take Beckett's case). and between Beckett and the other male

colleagues al the law firm where Beckett works. In the logic of the male homosocial bond.

94I am thinking specifically hen: of the work tbat bas followed Laur.. Mulvey's influential text "Visual
P1easun: and NarratÎ\'e Cinema," (originally published in SCT~~n in 1975) Visual and Ol/ru P/~asuus.

espec:ially the work circulating around her phrase "the male figure cannat bear the burden of sexual
objectification" (Mulvey 20). For example. SC\'c:ral or the CSS3)'S in Steve Cohen & Ina Rae Hark (cds,).
Scruning lire Maie: Exp/oring MasculiniliLs in HolI)'Wood CiMma. ineluding Steve Ncale's "Prologue:
Masculinity as Speclacle," argue. taking the cue from Mulvey. that "in a heterosexual and palriarehal
society. the male body cannat Cl: marked er.plicitly as the erotic abject or another male look: thatlook must
he mocivated in seme other way. ilS erotic component repressed" (Neale 14). Ncale argues in genc:ral that
homosexuality and homoerocicism in mainslream cinema are displaced by foregrounding issues of race.
c1ass, and gender. Similarly. Cynthia J. Fuchs's essay "The Buddy PoIitic" (aise in Scruning lhe Male), on
Hollywood action genre. "examine!sl efforts 10 efface bomosexuality by recuperating racial othemess"
(195) as it is worked through certain films as a "crisis of masculinity." AIse of interest in this respect are
Susan Jeffords's ter.lS The RonascrdiniWion ofAmerica: Gelllkr and lhe ViLmam Wu. and Hard80di6:
Hollywood MascuUnity in The Reagan Era.
9SFor an extended discussion of these issues. sec Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Betwe~n Men: Engli.h
LilertJlllreandMale HomosoeùJl Desiu; Jeffords. The Re1MSClllinizJJJion of A1œrica and HardBodier, and
the various essays in Scrwüng lhe Male.
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any reference to eroticism or same-sex desire, that is, any sexualization of these bonds, is

taboo, serving to maintain and legitimize existing power structures shared bctween and

among men. What is unique to Philadelphia, however, is the way in which this standard

narrative form must bc refurbishcd in order to allow the queer to die, a new twist on an

older, established genre.96

Also, 1will take as a critical focus a consideration of what is popularly called the

"politics ofrepresentation" in terms ofthe rceeption of production (that is, an analysis of

the film itsclO. and in terms of what 1cali the production of reception (that is. the media

attention developing prior to the film's relcasc and the subsequent discourscs within which

the film has bcen structured.) Of particular interest in tbis latter respect is the cultural

construction in the mainstream imaginary of Tom Hanks (who plays Andrew Beckett. the

gay lawyer who dies from complications due to AlOS) as the new "hero" or

"spokesmodel" for the AlOS epidemic, an insidious signification bcyond the pararnetres of

the film itsclf. The para- and extra- textual publicity discourscs that shape and support the

film--the numerous articles and interviews in newspapers, magazines, and on television;

the various artistic awards and subsequent victory speeches-ail these endow the film with

the potential for controversy prior to the film's release. while reinforcing the power­

knowledge relations witbin which the homosexual body of AlOS is constructed. To

valorize these culturaltexts, then. is in part a refusai to divorce the film from the cultural

context in wbich it is produced. and to make everything count as inscriptions of mcaning

and sites of knowlcdge in the discursive formation ofAlOS.

Thal Philadelphia cau bc problematized in this way is not to suggest that we do not

nced or want mainslream represcntatioDS that treat the experiences of gay men living with

AlOS. We cau not ignore the faet, however. that Philadelphia offers the onIy example in

96Also UDique 10 PhiJoddpIria. oC course. is ilS "maiDStream" appcal, and ilS hII~ box-office success.
Films lilœ PtUtiltgCiltDtœs (1986). z.ollgtïme Ccmptmioll (1990). POisoll (1991), Us NIÙIS FaJnIU (1993).
ZnoPD1Je1lCe (1993) lIIld TM Uvillg End (1992). while blniDg earncd a ca1ain amOUDI of aiticallllld
\'Ql\lll\\ÙCS'''''"S, wete pt'Oduœd ind 1 -!endyand/oure construcIaI within a less mainstream "art-bouse·
uaditiœ, lIIld bave thus IlOl reached the audiences thal P1ri1Ddeiplria bas been able 10 reacIt.
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mainstream cinema that features a gay man as its central character that is not an angst-ridden

pathos-machine (Making Love [1982]). a flaming queen (Kiss of the Spider Woman

(1985)), or a cross-dressing psychopath (The Silence of the Lambs (1991)). In other

words. the role of Andrew Beckett in PhiladelplUa offers the only central gay character in

mainstream cinema whose presentation is not overtly and excessively pathologized or

spectacularized. Beckett is a homosexual who might--and does--"pass" for "straight".97

The characterization of Beckett indicates the limitations (or, at this historic moment, the

impossibility) of the representability of the non-pathologized or non-spectacularized

homosexual outside the context of an AIDS narrative.

Many writers in the popular press have patently and offensively dismissed those

who have been critical of the film's negotiation of AlOS, suggesting that it is simply

enough that tbis film was even produced and distributed. This dismissal is acbieved by

dividing the gay commuDÏly into!Wo camps: those who might identify with the portrayal of

a closeted homosexuallike Hanks's character. and those of us who by virtue of our

criticism are safely dismissed as the "radical fringe." Those involved in the production of

PhiladelplUa "fully expected to receive some flack from the more militant gay groups for

making the hero a closeted gay."98 "The larger gay community, beyond the activists. will

receive [the film] well because they are so starved for images."99

But the very fact such comments are being broached suggests that we have reached

a turning-point in contemporary culture, a critical and historic moment that is both

necessary and paradoxica1: necessary because the unprecedenteü Fcliferation of texts

treating the issues of homosexuality and now AIDS is a welcomed and much needed

change in a milieu that bas created and sustained the conditions of our silence; but

97Obviously,~ are nUDIerous miner er supporting roles who fil Ibis description. mosl n:ceatly, fer
example, tbe cbaracterof Eddy (Josb Cbarles) in T1rr«some (1994). 1suess ben: tbe impottance of HanJcs's
roIe as Itod in tbe film, ace a roIe tbat is casuaI. cr even aa:iclenla1. as in most Hollywood treatmenlS cl gay
cr lesbiaa cbaIaI:tas.
98Es:tjuft 80.
99Mïcbelaagelo Sigaarile, qtd. in Es:tjuft 80.
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paradoxical too. because. while difference conceived as queer has the potential to generate

capital. it still remains a discursive. problematic and hotly contested field for production

and reception in popular communicative spaces.lOO The paradox is only increased when

we consider the commercial success of Philadelphia yet know that there is still a shroud of

silence surrounding AlOS. What social and cultural mechanisms are currently in place that

would allow a mainstream film like Philadelphia to achieve both commercial and artistic

success while the public is still promoting the negation ofAIDS's existence beyond the gay

community?

Demme himselfhas said that he was looking for a story and a way to "handle" the

issues that would strike a "universal appeal," a something-in-it-for-everyone that would

make it an easy sell for the "shopping malis." More teUing is Tri-Star President's (Marc

Platt) definition of "universa1 appeal:" what they were really searching for was "points of

access for individuals not in contact with the gay community and this disease,"101 a

gesture that guarantees the displacement of homosexuality under the logic of dis-ease. In

light of such comments. can we assume that Philadelphia represents a genuine shift in

sexual and cultural paradigms. or should it serve as a disturbing moment when the forces

of commerce and Eros are in struggle? Does commercial success necessarily indicate

"politica1" success.102 or should one be more circumspect and argue that this is an example

100f0r example: a rc:eenl issue or Ro~anne(ABC). in which lead charactcr Roseanne Connor \'isilS a gay
bar and Idsses anothcr WOman (Marie! Hemingwa)') on Ihe lips. was initially rejecled by ABC
Enlcrtainmenl executi\'es. With threalS rrom Roseanne hcr.;elr 10 pull her show rrom Ihe nelworlc (thus
risking the loss or huge ad\'ertising m'CRues ror ABC). ABC exeeuti\'es allowed the show 10 air (ABC
March 1. 1994). 11 was the highes! taled episode in the history or the show. Similarly. Ihe six-hour PBS
adaptation or Armisted Maupin's Taks ol/he Ciry was the highes! taled program on PBS in over a decade.
Wilh plans ror a sequel in the worles, PBS decicled 10 pull OUI their runding and cancel the series. II seems
thal PBS ,"'lIS less concerned aboUI money !ban aboul the pressure rrom the RighI 10 ban the seque! More
Taks ol/he Ciry. cr.: Sle\'e Greenberl!. 'No More Tales." The Advocate (May 31 1994) 56-58; 60.
For an excellenl discussion or the question or visibility in queer poIitics. see BCISaDÏ's recenl texl Homos.
lOIEsquùr 80,

102,AlOS provided an occasion ror the cost-beDefillogic in which sexualily hall beeD constilUled as the
sphere al primary satisf'aetion 10 becotne an explicil articulation. II is nol that sex bas not always had ilS
priee. 11 is JUS! that in the age o'''ltual epidemic. which is also the age or laie capitalism. the joinl efforts
al the commoclity S)'SIeID. the m '~I'.'8l prores5Ïon and the media have round a way 10 maIce thal ideological
CODS\nICt profitable' (Sing<- .",~ ',4 addition 10 the cost-benefil anaIysis or sucb mediatcd leXIS lilce
Plriladefphia, the meclical esta.:.......'1ICIl1 bas mueh 10 profil rrom pm'entiDg the cIe\'e\opmeDt al a vaccine or
cure ror Alos. •AD AlOS \'llCCÏne is scientifically possible. but probably won'! be crealed UDless social
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that "gayspace may be conceived as so l1uid a realm of consumer possibility thal il merges

unconditionally with the reigning commercial ethos of the straight world. loses its

distinctive queemess. and vanishes into the purgatorial strip malis of liberal 'Iolerance'

"?103 These contradictions necessitate a critical appraisal of such representations. despite

the dismissal of these appraisals in the popular responses to this film.

The commercial potential of AlOS has by now been demonstrated.104 for. upon

initial release. Philadelphia reached the position of top-grossing film. beating even Mrs.

Doubtfire (1993) and eaming about 9.1 million dol1ars in its first month alone. IOS Not

only was it a box-office bit. but also an artistic triumph. at least by Hollywood standards.

Tom Hanks picked up a Golden Globe Award and the Academy Award for Best Actor for

bis portrayal of Beckett.106 Similarly. Bruce Springsteen received an Academy Award for

original song for "Streets of Philadelphia" (in wbich Springsteen. as songwriler. adopts the

persona of a gay man in the midst of losing his self-identity at the hands of AlOS: "1 was

unrecognizable to myself"). And this year Neil Young won a (retrospective) Grammy for

his contribution "Philadelphia." Should we be surprised at these signs that AlOS sel1s?

Shoutd we simply assume (and be grateful) that Hollywood has finally taken notice of the

disease? Or should we take as a point of departure a consideration of the issues and

identifications the film refuses to confront, declines to acknowledge. and to consider what

gets prescribed as a consequence of the film's proscriptive practices?

pressure c:an O\'mide the profil c:oncerns eX drug manufactures. [, ..)the pri\'ale manufaetun:rs who finance
drug n:searc:h S1aI1d 10 make mon: mOlle)' Ihrough dcveloping trealmelllS for the disea.o;e !han Ihrough finding
a \'3CCine for iL Look al An [a drug which supposedly s10'l'S the anselof AIDS·reIated illnesses). Vou
Iake il four limes aday for the rest of yourlüe. With a \'3Ccine. if ilS good. you'llake il maybe four limes
in your whole life" (Dr. Donald Fnmcis; qtd. in GIobt! andMail 10 Match 9SlA4).
I03Miller. "Outscape" 78.
I04For a discussiOll of !bis in term. of the produetiOll and IIIlII'keling of AlOS "kilSeb," sec Daniel Ham••
"Making KilSeb From AlOS," Harpm (July 1994): 5>60.
l~ueal Ga:eae (24Janwuy. 1994).
1000e was aise named by ABC'. 20120 as one of the "TeR MOSI Fascinaling People of 1994;' was
boDoured with the follO'l'Ïng 'awanls' in US: 7h Enln1ai_1II Weekly'. 'Seventh Annual Reade\'fI' PolI'
(November 1994): ·Best Acter. MO\ies,' ·Best Movie Couple' (with Meg Ryan in S~pkss /11 Seallk,)
'Cdebrity )'OU'd vOIe inlO office,' and WlIS the lead iD the top IWO lDO\'Ïes under the ea\epy 'Wbieb reeeni
movie made )'OU cry the most'1"[f« 1'IIiIadnpItiD and Forrest GlIIIIp). 'Maybe he sbould change hi. Iast
name 10 Hankie,' US suggeslS.
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Though we are tired of offensive and c1ichéd images of our lives; though we refuse

to have our lives reduced to empty one-liners or the butt of jokes; 1 take as axiomatic a

departure from the posturing of so-calIed "positive image" criticism that doesn't real1y get

us far beyond the initial image or representation.l07 A more vital strategy of critique

necessarily shifts the focus to ask: who manipulates and controis these representations of

the body of AlOS, and whose pleasure and/or power do these representations serve'?108

Philadelphia does much to emphasize the persistence of the representation of the

queer male body as the site for the stable signification of AlOS: as the body of the

condemned--as it inevitably must, since Ibis is a film about a gay man with AlOS (or is it'?)­

-and/or as incidental to a larger "liberal" agenda that effaces homosexuality to (re)distribute

and (re)inscribe more traditional values. Despite the film's posturing as a beroic treatment

of bomosexuality and AlOS, Oemme bas offered us instead a postmodem cinematic

Norman RockY/ell painting for the age of epidemic.

To elaborate Ibis, 1will start with Kaja Silverman's work on the "dominant fiction:"

ln an interview witb tbe editors of Cahiers du Cinéma. [Jacques
Rancière] proposes tbat we think of a society's ideological "reality"
<'s its "dominant fiction. "[...] the dominant fiction represents
primarily a category for theorizing hegemony. and once again it
functions as a mirror. Rancière defines it as "the privileged mode of
representation by wbich the image of the social consensus is offered
to tbe members of a social formation and witbin which they are
asked to identify tbemselves."[...] He maintains that America's

1071am lbinking bere of the approach oflen taken in the gay press that assumes "positi\'e images" of gay
life and seltualily \\;11 pro\'ide the means by which 10 effect social change. For a discussion of Ibis position.
seeJOIlma/ ofHomo~:malityVol, Il. no.l. (1991), a special issue on "Gay People. Sex. and the Media."
cspecially Lany Gross. "Oui of the Mainstream: Sexual Minorilies in the Mass Media," 19-46.
Sec aise Silvcnnan's discussion of Fassbinder and Lacan ("A Reconsidcralion of Gaze. LooIc. and Image").
which rejeclS "posili\'e image crilicism" in favour of wbat Fassbinder himself calls an "aesthelics of
pessimism: his "radical refusa110 ajJinn." Silverman quile eloquently SIaIeS thal: "The rislc implicil in any
poIitics de\'Oled 10 wha! mighl Ile described as a 'represenlationaJ conleSlation' is !hal it \\il1 give fresh life
10 the notion that wbat is needed are 'positive' images of women, blacks, ga)'$, and other clisenfrancbised
groups. images which ail 100 oflen worle 10 resubstantialize identity, and C\'en al times 10 essentialize il"
(Mak Sllbj«liviry 154).
Sec aise Thomas Waugh. "The Third Bod)~ Patterns in the Cons1ruc:1ion of the Subject in Gay Male
Nanali\'e Film."
For a counter discussion of my reading of PhiltldelplrJa sec Richard Lippe. "For PhiltldelplrJa:
dMAC170N. no. 35 (August 1994): 2S-28. whicb supports the film as °a valuabie and important piece of
aesthelically sopbistieated and socia1ly c:onscicus filmmalàngO (25).
l<llrhisquestiOll isaparapbrase from Garber. Vesred /llUTtsts
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dominant fiction is "the birth of a nation." and that this story of
national origin can be staged in several different ways. all of which
hinge upon binary opposition--upon the adversarial relation of
whites to Indians. North to South. and law to outlaw. 109

The incidental construction of the queer male body in Philadelphia operates in conjunction

with the dominant fictions of America culture. a strategy that. as Silverman notes. offers an

identifactory relationship for the audience in ways that works to elicit consensus,lIO ln

Philadelphia. these dominant fictions circulate around: (l) an unrelenting faith in the

integrity and efficacy of the American Judicial System--and by extension the American

dream of "Life. Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness": and (2) the recuperation of a

normative model of American masculinity--and by extension heterosexual coupling.

monogamy. child-rearing: in short, the nuclear family. AlOS and homosexuality in,
Philadelphia are the backdrops upon which these dominant fictions of familialism and

nationalism are recontextualized. rewritten and reinscribed on the American psyche. and are

negotiated, as 1will discuss. through the intersection of the representation of the "Other"

(specifically race and class).

Moreover, recent cultural work has done much to elucidate the complex and

intricate ways in which th~se dominant fictions of American culture function

simultaneously within a masculine economy, emphasizing the degree to which national

identity and masculine identity are concomitant entities in popular cultural practices. Susan

Jeffords's work, for example, offers an extensive analysis of a wide variety of Hollywood

films to underscore how the identity of a nation (America) and its people is negotiated at the

site of, and through, the representation of the body of the normative masculine subject.

Jeffords writes that:

during the Reagan era popular culture became the mecbanism not
simply for identifying but for establishing the relationship between

10000ja Silverman. Mak Subjectiviry at the Ma'gins 30. For the full Jacques Rancière text, sec
"lnrerview: The lmagcofBI'Olherbood," traDs. Kati Hanct, EdinblughMagazine. no. 2 (1977).
11~ngRanci~Silvcrman bas argucd !bat "the dominant fiClÎon coDSists of the images and
stories Ihrough which a society figures eœsensus: images and stories which cinema, fiClÎon. popular
cu\lIIte, and otber forms of mass iepesenlalÎOll presumaIlIy dJaw upotI and help 10 shape" (30).



•
chapler Iwo 57

the people and the State. through the articulation of that State as the
unified national body of masculine character. Consequently. the
reformulation of the relationship between the people and the nation.
as configured in the popular discourses of militarism. individualism.
family values. and religious beliefs. was accomplished largely
through the rearticulation of bath the indidvidual and the nation in
terms of mascuElIe identities in such a way that actions by either
side--individual or nation--were to be seen as impillging on and in
many ways determining the other. lll

Masculine identity. then. is the vehic1e by which popular cultural narratives Iike

Philadelphia can command faith in the dominant fictions defining American life.

Philadelphia further problematizes Jeffords's thesis. for Dot only is national identity

negotiated along distinctly (male) gendered Iines--exemplified here in the individual

struggle between Miller and Beckett and their united struggle against the American Judicial

System-oit is also negotiated as a function of heterosexùal power. For it is Miller. Dot

Beckett. who is constructed in the film as the new hero in this age of crisis. a crisis

circulating around these very notions offamilialism and nationalism.

Given Jeffords's thesis in general. and Silverman's thesis in particular. it is Dot

insignificant. then. that the first Hollywood film on AlOS should bear the title that it does.

for the city of Philadelphia is itself a metaphor for the American Dream. the site for the

inception of the concept of America as the land of "Life. Liberty. and the Pursuit of

Happiness." It is in Philadelphia. of course. \hat the Declaration of Independence was

signed; it is also where the "founding fathers" drafted the US Constitution. The

mythologies evoked by city of Philadelphia shape and support these dominant fictions of

familialism and nationa\ism, situating the film's narr.dve within an historic framework \hat

underscores the American values of "freedom" and "brotherly love" (reiterated. for

example. in Neil Young's song "Philadelphia:" "City of brotherly love. place 1 calI home;"

in the images of the Liberty Bell from the opening montage of the film; and in Miller's

response to the press during a protestldP!Donstration outside the cuurt house. where. in

1IIJcffOtds.Ha7dSodies 13.
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defending Beckett's rights as an American. he makes specific reference to these bistorica1

narratives).

ln addition to. but not exc1usive of. the recuperation of the American nuc1ear family

and the American Dream. the queer male body functions in Philadelphia as a sign for a

culture defined by panic logic in the age of AlOS. displacing fear and anxiety among those

portions of the population least Iikely to be infected with a sexually transmittable virus.

Tbis logic structures the entire narrative of Philadelphia. for as a conservative treatment of

homosexuality--conservative in the sense that homosexuality is represented through the

discourses of AlOS. promiscuity. and sites of erotic danger such as pomo-theatres. rather

than through a representation of intimacy. domesticity. and vulnerability between Beckett

and bis lover Miguel (Antonio Banderas)-masquerading itself as a "liberal" film. it is the

traditional nuclear family that is the vebic1e for the maintenance of c1ean bodily nuids and

the depletion of the spread of viral infection. the reconfiguration of dis-ease that offers a

form of "discursive privacy" to the procreative couple. This is achieved in part through the

use of cuts or scenic transitions from the anxiety-producing body of AlOS to images and

representations of the nuc1ear family.

For example. in an early scene in the film. Beckett is rushed to the hospital after

having suffered an AIOS-related symptom. While there. he is informed by his law firm

over the phone that an important document in bis "Highline" case has gone missing from

the office. a situation that ostensibly brings about bis laterdismissal from the firm (and sets

in motion the court case that will ensue). As Beckett is on the phone with a law colleague

trying to ascertain the whereabouts of this document, he thinks lI1,>ud to bimself. saying:

"Every problem bas a ::.olution." Of course. in the context of tbis scene. we know he is

talking specifical1y about the lost document. While Beckett is on the phone. however. the

camera is focused on the back of bis neck, wbich is marked by a Kaposi's Sarcoma (KS)

lesion. a visible signifier of the body of AlOS. Sbowing visible signs of anxiety. a black

woman in the waiting room of the bospital notices this lesion (even thougb it looks more
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like a bruise and would hanlly be noticeable from the distance that separates them), perhaps

mimicking the reaction Demme might expect from his "shopping mali" audience, the

majority of whom have probably never seen a KS lesion but are certain this is one.

With the camera on the lesion, and Beckett asserting that "every problem has a

solution," the scene immediately cuts to another hospital room, this time where Mil1er--the

homophobic lawyer who will subsequently take Beckett's case-ois witnessing the birth of

his chiId. Every problem has a solution. Difference (the homosexual body of AlOS as

"Other") is represented only to be displaced, a strategy of dis-ease that attempts to ward off

cultural anxiety and to establish the nuclear family as a "prophylactic social device"

(Singer), a strategy that will serve as a structuring principle for the enlire narrative of

Philadelphia.

Other examples from the film include Beckett's first visit to Miller's law office,

when he asks Mil1er if he will take his case. Miller looks at Beckett's face and sees bis

lesions, asking bim: "What happened to your face?" To wbich Beckett responds: "1 have

AlOS." With Mil1er's gaze focused on Beckett's lesions, the camera again quickly changes

the frame of reference to focus on a pbotograph of Mil1er's new-born baby, the product of

everything Beckett's sexuality would seem to reject.112

Similarly, when Beckett and bis lover Miguel visit Beckett's family to discuss the

impending court case, and how difficult it might be for the family (heterosexual anxiety)

when they hear certain details about Beckett's life ("l'm worried about mommy and

daddy," Beckett's sister complains), the occasion for this meeting is ultimately under the

pretext of another occasion: the 40th wedding anniversary of Beckett's parents. Beckett's

mother (Joanne Woodward), encouraging ber son to proceed with the legal case against the

law firm where be worked, suggests that sbe never raised ber cbildren ta "sit in the back of

112ncsc moments migbl be indicative of the thoughts we migbl expect Miller 10 bave wben confronted
wilb the anxiety-producing signifiers ofAlOS, offeriDg for bim (and by extension, the audience, for \\'bonI
Miller elicits an idenlifaetory relaliœsbip) a frame 0( reference by wbicb 10 1IIIdeislaDd sometbïng lbat
seems !ID unfamiliar. But the l'eCIIJmICC of lbese strategies in the film c:annot escape crilica1 sauliny. 1
suggest lbat lbere is more gaing on bere lban an idenlification \\ilb wbat is in Miller's bead al tbese
momenlS.
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the bus," thus invoking instances of racial discrimination to divert the real issue of AlOS•

encouraging her son to stand up for what he represents but never reaUy acknowledging that

she accepts or understands or even cares to know what this might be. BeckeU's family is

unrealistically and unanimously supportive.

Also. in the media coverage of Hanks's acceptance speech for his Golden Globe.

we are told that "Hanks delivered one of the more elegant speeches of the evening in

accepting the Best Actor Award. paying tribute to AlOS victims (sic) and then citing the

role that bis wife. actress Rita Wilson. plays in his life. Tm a lucky man,' he said." 113

These anxiety producing moments circulating around the presentation of the body of AlOS

are rceonfigured into more traditional subjectivities and identifications.114

As a resultant consequence of the over-investment of familialism in popular cultural

practices in general. the first Hollywood film on AlOS necessarily faUs into the more

familiarformula of the made-for-TV-AIOS-movie. Like An Early Frost and Consenting

Adults. Philadelphia negotiates heterosexual anxiety so that AlOS and homosexuality are

figured as objects of knowledge rather than as subjects of a discourse. the narrative often

revolving around the (sometimes) double revelation to the family that their son is both gay

and dying ofAlOS. This narrative facilitates the ec1ipsing or displacing of difference by the

over-investment of value in the familial economy. wbich is figured as threatened by these

revelations. IIS

Oespite the current trend to "universalize" AlOS. Paul Morrlson has recently

argued:

113Gazel1e (24 Jan. 1994).
114similarly. Tri-Marlc's marlœting 5Ualegy operatcs under the logic of displaccmenc one pos1Cr rcads: "No
one would la1ce bis case ..• Ulltil one man was willing lO Jake on lhe S)'SlCm." And 1 lhought this film was
about AlOS. "Skittishness is also cvident in Tri-Mark's marlœting stralegy for PhilD«lpilia. wbich is being
p1ayed preay straight. The ads \\i11 p1ug Hanks and WasbinglOn and bit on the uttiversal (American?) lheme
of the fight for justice. We're geing lO ba\OC a jillion doUar advertising budget, and most of it will go lO
advcrtising the film as a couruoom drama'" (Esquire 146; ilalics addcd)--a rathcr offensive _ent in the
present CODIeXt, against, pcrhaps. the "bcneficent effects of power" of H1V prevention and education
campaigns, against, pcrhaps, social scniccs for PWAs tbat a "jil1iOll dollars" might better serve.
llSA similar displacement OOCUJS in lhe Maria Callas opera scene. wbicb \\i11 Ile discussed in a laier
CODIeXt.
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A medical condition in which the immune syslem effeclively lums
against itself may suggest. in the best po~tmodern fashion. a
destabilization of identity. an effacement of the distinction between
self and other. but the cultural logic that structures the epidemic
tends loward th.: opposite. Important exceptions can be cited. but we
are lass various than we care to acknowledge. and homosexuality
elicits from our culture a response in which even the most diverse of
its elements and ideologies find common cause. It is. then. without
apology that 1advance an argument quite this unnuanced: AlOS has
served either to confirm the truth of gay identity as death or death
wish. the bener to return to those whose capacity for love is itself
procf against iIIness an image of their own innate health. or to
refigure the gay male subject as a heterosexual manqué. the better 10
vitiate the scandal that is gay sexuality.116

ln the age ofepidemic. the sanctity and security offered by the nuclearfamily is. perhaps. a

"retum to those whose capacity for love is itself proof against ilIness an image of their own

innate health." By channeling Miller's anxieties into more traditional narratives and
•

subjectivities. the film skirts away from the polemic of the relationship between "Self" and

"Other," with the "Self" figured as the c1ean. non-contaminated. and non-contaminating

heterosexual body of monogamy (Miller). and the MOtherN figured as the unclean.

contaminated and contaminating homosexual body ofAlOS (Beckett). Rather than a1lowing

Miller to confront head-on the instability of Self in relation to the Other. the rigidly

dichotomous presentation of sexual identities within their pre-existing parameters secures

rather than destabilizes the perceived erotic sites of danger and infection. Consistent with

the historical discourses of the AlOS crisis. the presentation of Miller confirms what

Treichler noted many years ago. namely. that "The text constructed around the gay male

body [...] is driven in part by the need for constant f1ight from sites of potential identity

and thus the successive construction of new oppositions that will barricade self from not­

self."117

Foucault identifies the procedure of "confession" as a technique of power in the

scienliasemalis for the production of the "truth of sex."U8 In a court room drama rife

116Morriscn 55.
Il"rrcicbler. "AlOS. Homopbobia, lIIId Biomedical Disc:ourse: An Epidemic of Significalion,• 6S.
Illlone most discrete event in ooe's scxual bebaviour-wbclhcr an accident cr dc\iation, a deficit cr an
ex \\'8ScIcemed ClIpIbleofentailing themost \'lIriec! consequences througbout ooe's existence [•••) the
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with c.ries of "objection" from both the prosecution and the defense. with arguments that

witnesses' personallives are irrelevant to the present case. Beckett gives an uninterrupted

"confession" of the scandai that is gay sexuality. inciting AlOS diseourse to articulate the

"truth of sex" by implicating himself in the persecution and regulation of his own desires. Il

is a narrative of difference consistent with the treatment of AlOS in the mainstream press in

the early years of the disease. establisbing t>!ame for AlOS as a consequence of one's erotic

treasons and moral depravity. Two decades into the epidemic. Oemme has willfully

resurrected the innocentlguilty binary of AlOS "victims." The characterization of Andrew

Beckett··in stark contrast to the former secretary of the law firm where Beckett worked

who contracted HIV (not "AlOS: as the film suggests) as a result of a blood tmnsfusion

(the "innocent" AlOS "victim")--suggests the hc~osexualbody as a body willfully seeking

out avenues of infection.

The trope of innocence v;:rsus guilt here is a reiteration. with a homophobic twist.

of a theme from the opening scene of the film. where Beckett (witb the then unknown

Miller). as lawyer. makes an impassioned appeal to obtain a restraining order against a

construction site because of its effects on the children of the city (who are. incidentally.

along with hemopbiliacs. the other "innocent victims" of AlOS). Underseoring Beckett's

compassionate understanding of the innocence of cbildren. bis own "responsibility" as a

consenting adult is highlighted, blaming bim not only fOl l:is own fate but also the motal

welfare of society. This sense of individual responsibiEty is further highlighted when it is

suggested that Beckett, as a consequence of bis deviation from the norm of monogamy.

might have infected bis lover Miguel. Where, 1am inclined to ask, is Beckett's lawyer in ail

this mess? Despite Miller's new-found and unexplainable legai savvy, he is disturbingly

silent on these implausible and reprehensible !ines of argument. Though the courtroom

principle of $eX as a 'cause of any anù e\'eT)1hiDg' was the theoreticaJ undcrside of a coDfessioo !hat had 10
Ile thorough. meticulous, and COlIS1anI, and al the same time operalC wilhin a 5CÏentific 1)'JlC of pr.ICIicc. The
limidess dangers $eX camed \\'Îth il justified the exhausti\'e cbaracter or the inquisition 10 whicb il was
subjectecI" (The HIS/Ory ofSuwlity 65-66). Onecao'! be1p but wonder ir the dereDllC Iawyer iD P1IiJlI«1phiD
bas been reading up 011 FoucauiL
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narrative informs us (beyond a shadow of a doubt) that these events were taking place

around 1984-85 (Beckett admits he heard "something" about a "gay cancer" or "gay

plague"), the faulty temporal and logistical schemata blames Beckett un::quivocally for not

fully acti::g on information that would have been impossible for him to possess at this time.

What is on trial here then is not only bis moral depravity and his Jack of prescription to

monogamy. but also bis Jack of responsibility vis à vis epistemology.119

In this narrative of depravity. it is suggested naively and unproblematically that

"The Stallion Showcase Cinema"--where. we are told. Beckett had sel' only once (!)--is

unquestionably and inevitably the site of Beekett's HIV-infection. even though. given

Beckett's age. we might assume he was sexually active prior to this period (1984-1985)

and priorto the "discovery" ofHIV in 1983. Though Beckett bimselfsays he was infected

when no one really knew too much about the virus. the culturallogic of dis-case insists that

HIV-infection is a result of a corrupt corporeality. not unprotected sel' per se. but of the

homosexual body that 'iisits porno theatres. for such venues are preconceived as seething

cauldrons of disease in the popular imaginary. Despite the "calI to safety" in gay male

health projects. Beckett is constructed here in such a way that renders homosexuality itseIf

as a site ot danger. as intrinsically unsafe. Though this is obviously a charaeter

assassination against Beckett conjured up by the defense in order to win the case. it is a

presentation of the homosexual body of AlOS that is never challenged or deconstructed in

the film. and perhaps suggests "a return to the trapping spatial determinisms of the 19505

and 1960s when gay identity was morally fixed and fatalIy demora1i7.ed by the underground

spaces [...] designed to contain il."120

Despite the skewed logie of this film and the impossibility of its arguments. the

scene is suecessful i~ establishing difference where difference migbt not he 50 readily

119As WalDey bas IIOted oC Ibis historie periocl oC the AlOS crisis. the notion oC 'ignol3Dcc' (as in the
slogan 'AlOS: Don't Die oC Ignonmce') 'projecls a miscbiC"ollS implication oC responsibility ODto people
who already bave Aids, as iftbey'd set OUI to conlJ3Cllbe H1V virus by ignoring information which [.•.)
bas never been widely available' (Poüdllg Dnire 136).
1:!OMiuer. 'Oubcapc' 78.
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manifested; that is, when it is difficult to teU where difference begins and where it ends··in

this case, a closeted queer who "passes" for "straight"--popular cultural representations of

the queer male body induce a state of visibilty that will barricade the queer male body with

AlOS from the body of the normative (heterosexual) subject. When Beckett is questioned

about his sexual adventures. the tone from the defense lawyer (Mary Steenburgen)

becomes ridiculously serious. and the contorted and unsettling camera angles suggest we

are in for something big. sometbing. perhaps. almost surreal. More than just stereotypical

representations. these moments !n the film suggest that. as Garber argues in her thesis on

cross-dressing and cultural anxiety. "Il is as though the hegemonic cultural imaginary is

saying to itself: if there is a difference (between gay and straight). we want to be able to see

it; and ifwe see a difference [...J. we want to be able to interpret it." 121

A similar cinematic technique is deployed in the now famous opera scene. where.

foUowing a costume party that Beckett and bis lover throw. Beckett and his lawyer Miller

are left alone in the studio to go over some legal matters. Beckett becomes enraptured by

the music wailing in the background. As the aria "La Mamma Morta" from Andrea Chénier

by opera diva Maria Callas fills bis cars. despondency overpowers him. and as he is

watched under the fcanul gaze of Miller. he swirls animatedly about the room. filmed al

odd and unscttling camera angles (much like in the court room scene). bathed in blood-red

Iighting, IV-stand serving as bis dancing partner (he shows more affc:ction for his IV-stand

than he did for his partner Miguel in the previous scene). He translates the words for the

obviously disconccrted Miller. who. strangely protected from the luminous g10w of the red

lights and the tilted frame. remains seated at the table watching this epiphany of Beckett's

suffering. "It was during that sorrow that love came to me! 1 bring sorrow to thosc that

love me! Live still! 1am Iife! 1am love! 1am oblivion."

Underscoring the unreprescntability of bomoscxuality via the standards of

beterosexual represcntation (intimacy. domesticity). Demme relies on constructing

121 Garber 130.
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Beckett's (homo)sexuality through a strategy of displacement, here representing difference

by way of a surreal stylistic cinematic effect. with Beckett represented as opera queen in

unexplainable lighting andjarring camera work. Miller. in contrast, remains throughout this

scene within the conventions of the cinematic realism to wbich the film aspires. We come ta

"know" Beckett's hOIl'')sexuality only through these displacing signifiers of difference.

thereby establisbing again the distinction between Self (Miller) and Other (Beckett) and

effectively reconfiguring dis-ease to ward off cultural anxiety.

Rather than assuming that this is just a commodification of gay male culture

(Beckett as opera queen--how cliché!) in order to emit signs to tum the queer male body

into an object of knowledge consistent with popular perceptions. 1 am more interested in

asking: whose pleasure and/or power do these representation serve?

There was one particular scene [...) that did prompt studio
concems right up until the end. It is a bit in which Hanks is
attempting to translate. for the benefit of Denzel Washington. a
favorite aria sung by Maria Callas.lt is the one moment in the film
when Hanks's c1u:uacter, carried away by bis love for the music.
puts away his power suit and his professional dignity and allows
himselfto be openly gay. 122

Edelman has ltI'gued that:

Interpretive access to the code that renders homosexuality legible
may thus carry with it the stigma of too intimate '1 relation to the
code and the machinery of its production, potentially situating the
too savvy reader of homosexual signs in the context, as Sedgwick
puts it, "of fearful. projective mirroring recognition." Though it cao
become. therefore. as dangerous to read as to fail to read
homosexuality, homosexuality retains in either case its determining
relationship to textua\ity and the legibility of signs.123

ln the passage quoted above in reference to the opera scene, difference here is immediately

registered "gay" (what Edelmanca1ls "the graphic articulation ofbomosexuality"124), even

though tbis particular scene bas notbing ta do with Beckett's sexuality per se. If tbis scene

represents the onIy moment in the film wbere Beckett is "openly gay: then to he openly

122 JenDCl Conant, "Tom HaDks Wipes Tbal Orin Off His Face,· Esq/Iirr (Dcccmber 1993) 78; ila1ics
lIÜIl
123Edc1l11l1117.
124EdcJ_7.
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gay means to he a body in excruciating pain, a subjectivity that can only he realized at the

most intense moments of suffering and loss ("It was during that sorrow that love came to

me! 1bring sorrow to those that love me! "). Demme's strategy of representing difference

through displacement is successful, for empathy and compassion (dare 1 say,

identification?) for homosexuality can only he engaged in t;te context of AlOS. when the

queer male body is always already on the verge of death. a celebration of Eros at the edge

of Thanatos. That Beckett "puts away [...) his professional dignity" only serves to

underscore again the stigmatization assoeiated with homosexuality and the "shame" of

dying of AlOS. wbich are really one and the same.

That "fearful recognition," the stigma attached to too intimate an access to the codes

of homosexuality necessitates that this anxiety producing moment around the body of AlOS

(as a body in pain) he recuperated and averted. both for Miller, and by extension, for the

audience.lmmediately following tbis scene. Miller. distraught almost to the point offear by

Beckett's pain. flees the studio. momentarily pausing outside in the hallway and

contemplating retuming to Beckett.lt is the one and only moment in the film when tht:

homophobic Miller could have redeemed himself by facing his fears rather than running

away. Of course. he chooses the latter. and as the same Callas aria starts again. Miller is

transported to the sanctity and security of his nuclear family. stopping in bis child's room

to hold bis baby hefore falling into hed and the arms of bis sleeping wife. As he gazes at

her lovingly but with evident fcar in bis eyes, the music reaches a crescendo, and we can

only assume that Beckett is left completely alone in bis studio in utter desp,,:r. Every

problem has a solution. Though it is one of the few moments in the film where we are

given visible signs of Beclœtt's suffering. the logic of dis-ease dictates that Miller's fcars

and anxieties will take precedence and importance over Beckett's. whose excessive affect

instigated this primai scene in the first place. (No wonder Miller looks 50 disconcerted.

Who would behave this way? Alas. it is a performance that could only he conjured up by
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an emotionally distraught homosexual. Though it has the potential to be sublime. in the

context of the film it quickly disintegrates into the ridiculous.)

At the same costume party in Beckeu's studio immediately prior to the Callas/opera

scene. we are taken on a quintessentially queer joumey through the underground world of

gay male culture, filled with the requisite drag queens and mincing boy~toys and their

salacious sallies and quixotic quips. a party that is graced with the presence of the divine

Quentin Crisp. the (late) outspoken AIDS activist Michael Callen. and the provocative

writer/artist Karen Finley. It is. perhaps, a stretch of the imagination to believe that Miller.

who earlier professed his disgust of homosexuals. would agree to attend. and be so

comfortable. at this bis "first official gay party." More importantly. il is equally a stretch of

the imagination to believe that Beckett. a closeted corporate lawyer. would be friends with

the likes of these people. What. then. we might ask. are these signs, these graphie

articulations. doing in the film?

Foucaultwrites that:

[t]he body is also directly involved in a political field; power
relations have an immediate hold upon il; they invest il, mark il, train
it. torture it. force it to carry out tasks. to perfonn ceremonies, to
emit sigos. This political investment of the body is bound up. in
accordaDce with complex reciprocal relations, with ils economic
use. 125

ln Philadelphia, the queer male body is forced to carry out tasks (the promiscuous

homosexual in the pom theatre). to perfonn ceremonies (the gay man as opera queen), and

to emit signs (KS lesions). Though the discourses surrounding the film point to moments

like these as examples of the film's benevolent fight for justice regardless of sexual

orientation (the political investment of the body: Demme, we are told, "even managed to

keep a few characters in drag, despite thè fnrces of politica1 correctness"), these

representations negotiate the deployment ofdifference as the clarification and reinforcement

that these people arc somehow different from the members of the "shopping maIl" audience
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(the economic investmentofthe body) and that this will not happen to them. a strategy of

dis-case that keeps sexuality and AlOS in their proper place. In short. it is a strategy. as

Garber writes. "fueled by a desire to teUthe difference. to guard against a difference that

might otherwise put the identity of one's own position in question." 126

Both Demme and (screenwriter) Ron Nyswaner insist that Hollywood's reiuctance

to treat AlOS is less a result of industry homophobia than that AlOS is "inimical to most

anything that couldjustifiably be called entertainment." Nyswaner argues that "Hollywood

is appropriately reluctant to make movies about subjects that are unpleasant."127 Forget for

a moment the fact that Oemme's previous success The Silence of the Lambs--about a

transvestite seriai kiUer who makes body-suits from the skin of the women he kills. an

"unpleasant" subject if ever there was one-had little trouble being produced and marketed;

forget for a moment too the fact that Philade/phiahas been hugely successful. despite the

apparent unpleasantness of its subject matter. More importantly here. if Hollywood is

reluctant to treat AIDS because of its unpleasantness. then it seems that the unpleasantness

of homosexuality is similar to the unpleasantness of AlOS, perhaps even more unpleasant.

given its glaring absence from the film. As Demme has constructed it, homosexuals dislike

homosexuality as much as heterosexuals.

Homosexuality is represented and subsequently contained vis-d-vis an AlOS

narrative, facilitated through the existing (and convenient) cultural slippage of

homosexuality as always already indissolubly identifiable with AlOS, a strategy of

displacement that facilitates the projection ofhomoeroticism into the realm of homophobia,

where queer male desire is inscribed onto the body of the normative heterosexual subject.

who serves as the pivot and frame of reference for these "Other" sexualities (Grosz). With

the exception of their brief dance at the studio party, Beckett and Miguel are only ever

shown together as a united force in the fight against Beckett's iIIness, from the first scene

1260arber 130•
1'r1E"sqIdre 78.
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in the hospital and the confrontation with the doctor to the final scene with Miguel at

Beckett's death-bed. Rather than just a safe strategy of (non)representation in a

conservative film marketed for mass distribution, the absence of eroticism between Beckett

and Miguel serves to suggest that the only connection gay men have with each other is in

relation to AIDS, treating homosexuality not at the level of homosexual subjects, but at the

level of its deviation from the norm of the hea\thy heterosexuality.

This is most clearly illustrated in the drugstore scene, when a young, black, athletic

man sexually propositions Miner (who is buying diapers for bis baby!), forcing Miner to

confront the instability of bis own masculine identity and bis homophobia. When the young

man asks Miller to go for a beer, assuming Miner to be gay because of his involvement

with tbis case, the distinction between Self and Other is momentarily effaced, a distinction

that is quickly renegotiated to secure Miner's identity.lt is significant to say the least that

the scene of seduction involves a young gay man who is both black and athletic; that is, an

embodiment of a "normative" masculinity, with its racial inflections, in Miller's own

image, despite this young man's queer affliction. Insisting that he is not a homosexual,

Miner queries: "00 1 look gay?" To wbich bis new friend, butch and hea\thy, responds,

"00 1look gay? " Miner retaliates with the usual violence, grabbing the man by the jacket,

smashing the items off the shelf and storming out of the store, ironically blaming this

young man's proposition for turning men like Miner into homophobes.

Heterosexual anxiety is again bighlighted, now at the site where homophobia

intersects with desire. The only explicit manifestation of homoerotic desire in the film is

treated with disgust, contempt, and violence, for Miller, no doubt the hero of the mm, can

defend-though not tolerate-homosexuality only under the pretext that the law has been

broken. Though on the culturaI and sociallevel he fmds it personaI1y disgusting (he admits

to bis buddies in a bar wbile watching TV coverage of the case that it mates him sick to

think about what gay men do to each other), as an embodiment of American masculinity

commanding faith in the efficacy of the dominant fictions of American culture, his own .
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personal views take a backseat over the concems of tbe nation. And tbougb we are never

given any c1earindication wby Miner ultimately decides to take Beckett's case, bis figbt for

justice in the balls of tbe American Judicial System momentarily blinds us to, and actually

valorizes, bis violent bomophobia. suggesting that even in the most adverse and painful

situations. the American Dream can indeed come true. Tbe recuperation of tbe American

Dream .'t tbe site of the normative masculine subject sustains ratber than threatens

traditional subjectivities and sexual formations of pleasure and power.

Earlier in the Callas/opera scene, Miller's concems, fears and anxieties are similarly

foregrounded. wben Miner confesses to Beckett about the social and cultural conditioning

that creates and fosters the homophobia exemplified in Miller. Thougb these (\iberal?)

moments are presumably an attempt to address tbe concems of a wider. more mainstream

(beterosexual) audience, the foregrounding of Miller's anxiety (and the implication tbat we

sbould be sympathetic to bis pligbt) denies the reality that sorne gay people migbt already

share tbis knowledge of societal attitudes and its social repercussions (like Beckett, for

example, wbo remains c10seted at the office because of his colleagues' professed

bomopbobia). Furthermore, tbis unacknowledged discrepancy between what beterosexuals

"tbink" and what bomosexuals "know" does little (or nothing) to problematize the difficulty

of "coming out" for those confronted by the attitudes Miller embodies.

Despite Philodelphül's preachy sermon on bomosexuality (Miller cuts to the chase

in the courtroom by arguing that this case is not about AlOS but "the general public's

batred. loatbing. and fear of bomosexuals"); despite tbe discourses circulating around tbe

fllm that insist on its benevolent and daring treatment of AlOS; it is the structures of c1ass

and race that are transgressed. From the opening montage of the film. race and class are

invoked as dominant concems of contemporary urban life i".l America. That Miller is a

black, somewbat disreputable personal-injury lawyer from a lower middle-class world

defending a white. upper middle-class successful lawyer. suggests tbat, as others bave

argued (in different contexts). the male body is the site for the inscription of narratives of
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difference, narratives that mobilizc race and c1ass as strategic tools tor negotiating and then

displacing the issues of homosexuality (and AlOS). Though race and c1ass are never

specifically addressed in Philodelphia, their function in the film is consistent with Cynthia

Fuchs's thesis on the "buddy politic" in the Hollywood "action" genre, a genre, she

argues, that works to "efface the intimacy and vulnerability associated with homosexuality

by the 'marnage' of racial others. so that this transgressiveness displaces homosexual

anxiety." Fuchs goes on to state that. "Built on the bankability of two male stars, the buddy

film negotiates crises ofmasculine identity centered on questions of c1ass. race, and sexual

orientation. by affirming dominant cultural and institutiona1 apparati."128

Miller's assenion about "the general public's hatred. loathing, and fear of

homosexuals" facilitates Miller's role as "hero" in the film,'since he is aniculating attitudes

and characteristics constitutive of bis own identity and is thus seen to be challenging a

system in wbich he recognizcs bis own complicity. But when we move outside the film and

examine its extra-textual discourses. it appears that an cannot imitate life. for the other star

of this film, Hanks, can be treated as the "hero" only outside the narrative of the film itself:

that is. he is accorded heroic status because he chose to play the role of a homosexual with

AlOS even though he bimself is straight and hea1thy,129 As a homosexual with AIDS in

the film. bis fictional charaeter cannot bear the burdens of an "heroic" status. and thus it is

Miller, the literai embodiment in the film of what Hanks represents in "reaI" life (straight

and hea1thy). who will take on this cinematic heroic role.

"Hanks is being saluted as the Neil Armstrong of cinematic sexual exploration: An

all-American hero. in the name of progress. touches bis lips to those of a fellow man. One

small peck for Hanks. one giant step for mankind."130 Perhaps 1 lapsed into

128Fuchs 195.

129t..ikc Miller in Ibc film. Hanlcs's rcal Iifc "sla1US" as n:prcscnlalivc of Alocrican masc:u1inity inte=ts
,.ilb Ibc dominant fictions of America cultme: "It's not tha1 lIc's cspccially cnligbleDcd wllcn it comes to
cilber Ibc bcterosexual or homoscxual way of life. It's jus! tha1 bc's a big bcIicver in 'the c:onccpt of
lOIct'll11CC in America' " (EsqIIin 80).
130.E:sqIIft 76.
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unconsciousness during my screenings of the film. but 1 do DOt remember Hanks tOI\ching

bis lips to those of fellow man Banderas. More important is the question as to "progress"

for whom? Given the success of the film in terms of box-office revenues and the

substantial gains Hanks has made in bis career. the answer is simple enough. But in terms

of progress for the representation of homosexuality and AlOS in mainstream cinema. 1am

a littie less certain. Philadelphia has not been successful in ushering in a whole slew of

Hollywood movies about AlOS. wbich it was believed would occur if Philadelphia was

financially successfu\.131

lmmediately following the above quotation, in an attempt to downplay the perceived

heroism Hanks is accorded for playing a homosexual with AlOS. the interviewer/author

suggesls that "Besides. he'd [Hanks) already spent two years on Bosom Buddies. playing

a man in woman's c1othing."132Besides what? Such a statement makes me wonder again

about the nature of the "progress" referred to. The assumption is that Hanks has in sorne

manner already dealt artistically with the issue of homosexuality. since he played a cross­

dresser on a television sitcom. and thus bis role in Philadelphia is just a natural extension of

previous artistic explorations. Hanks and bis roommate, played by former Newhart star

Peter Scholari, dressed as women simply in order to live in an all-women boarding-house.

and at every tum the producers went to great lengths to assert the rampant heterosexuality

of both men. Though the show contained no "homosexual subplot," this (un)critical

slippage from Hanks's role in Phi/odelphia to bis role in Bosom Buddies is consistent with

Sedgwick's thesis that " 'everyone already knows' that cross-dressing usually at least

alludes to male homosexuality; 'everyone already knows' that the surplus charge of

recognition, laughter, glamour, heightened sexiness around this topic cornes from ils

unspecified proximity to an exciting and furiously stigmatized social field."133

131The onIy Hollywood film follo..~n8 PIrilDdtIplrilz whase main subjec:t is AlOS is The Cure (Peler
Horton, 1995), about two young. falherless bo)'S, OIIC of whom bas AlOS.
132Esqui1'r 82.
133Sedgwick, and Michael Moon, "DÎ\'inity: A Dossier, A Performance Piece, A LinJe-Unders1OOd
Emoliœ" 19.
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ln contrast to these signifying practices of homosexuality, the extra-textual

discourses on Hanks attempt the recuperation of American masculinity by asserting

Hanks's real Iife function as the "heterosexual poster-boy" displacing anxiety by

distancing Self from Other. as if the Americ~n public were incapable of the willing

suspension of disbelief and viewing Hanks's role in Philadelphia as merely one role among

many. The coyer of Esquire, for example. has Hanks poised in white T-shirt. sleeves

rolled à la James Dean (oh. the irony). right arm f1exed, fist c1enched. and a strident,

confident, assertive look on his face. Displaying his lik'-'em-stik'-'em red-ribbon AlOS

awareness tattoo in pseudo-defiance. the caption reads: "Tom Hanks Gets Tough."

Donning the accouterments of the "heterosexual poster-boy," one can easily imagine

Hanks's spinrnasters generating th(·r promotional savvy to present Hanks as secure in bis

masculine identity. despite-rather. because of-obis role as a gay man with AlOS. "Tbough

Hanks is not one for exposing his private life for public consumption ... [he's] made it

plain enough."134

ln the January 94 issue of Premier magazine. with Hanks and Washington gracing

the coyer for their roles in Philadelphia. there is a rather telling interview with Will Smith.

discussing bis role as a gay man in Sa Degrees ofSeparation. Smith infonns us that he

called Denzel Washington "to get bis opinion on how people look at the roles you choose."

Wasbington's response: "wbite people generally look at a movie as acting. They accept the

actors for who they are. and the role is separate. But black people. because they have so

few heroes in film, tend to hold the artists personally responsible for the roles that they

choose. You can aet all you want, but don't do any real physical scenes. Don't be kissing

no man."135

Such a scenario serves to displace responsibility to a queer politics by pitting the

concems of the gay community against the black community in America. with the

134EsqMür 80.
13~l'lai1iÏft 76.



•

•

chtlpter Iwo 74

assumption that, since black men bave so few "heroes" to represent them, they are exempt

from portraying queer sexual practices. The resurrection of a monolithic and totalized

black/white binary functions to deny the fact that it is not only black people who have so

few "herces" to represent them in film, delimiting. therefore. the recognition that there can

exist sbared subjectivities and identities within diverse racial groups. This compulsory

heterosexuality at the site of the (racial) "Other" has displaced the fact too that there are

members of the black community for whom sorne identification with gay characters would

be a welcomed cinematic moment. Such a logic is consistent with Butler's argument that

"sexual regulation operates through the regulation of racial boundaries. and. . . racial

distinctions operate to defend against certain socially engineered sexual transgressions."136

As Oemme and Nyswaner themselves articulate. the narrative structure of

Philadelphia must necessarily focus attention away from the issues of homosexuality and

AlOS, but their arguments for doing so do not confront the homophobia that is no doubt

operating. When searching for a script, while not wanting "to make a movie about AlOS

tbat side-stepped the gay community," wbat they were looking for was the "gripping movie

one-liner." Nyswaner argues that "Oisease movies tend notto work anyway. [...) People

didn't go see Dying Young [1991]. But Terms ofEndearment (1983) was a good model

for us, because although Debra Winger dies, you don't say it's a movie about cancer. It's

about a mother-daughter relationship. What we were looking for was that second

thing."137 The obvious response to this dilemma would be the question as to why, in a

film that ostensibly treats homosexuality and AlOS, that "second thing" was nol the

relationship between the IWo gay men?

More significantly, however, to calI the screenwriter on his own words, as Terms

ofEndearment is not "about" cancer, then might it be argued that neither is Philadelphia

"about" AlOS? Though Demme and Nyswaner themselves support my thesis of the

l36auder, Bodies TIuztMtutu 20.
137GRen, F'rmùre ST.
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incidental construction of the queer male body. there is a paradoxical tension at work when

we consider the film's reception: why have the various popular discourses that shape and

support the film singularly and authoritatively insisted that Philadelphia is a noble and

groundbreaking effort in the fight against AIDS?

Is the film's artistic and commercial success auributable to the high-production

quality and superb casting of the film. or has the deployment of difference hit an epidemic

nerve in such a way that would assure Philadelphia's success? As Grosz has argued. public

health policy on AIDS offers a form of "discursive privacy" to the normative heterosexual

couple. especially the husbandlfather. a scenario 1 aUempted to support in my analysis of

the discourse of "tainted-blood." As 1 have tried to demonstrate in my discussion of

Philadelphia. it is not only public health policy that offers such narratives of AIDS. for

popular cultural practices in the age of epidemic often work toward the same end.

Though Philadelphia is but one text in a proliferation of mediated representations.

its capacity to transform the experiences of gay men with AlOS to reinscribe the dominant

fictions of American culture is a disquieting moment in our current power-knowledge

relations. When the dust of controversy seules on the celluloid. when Philadelphia is

relegated from its status as the exemplary and benevolent popular cultural artifact for the

fight against AIDS. and when newer and more topical treatments of the disease enter

cultural currency. ail we wiII be left with. to quote Hanks from his Academy Award

acceptance speech. is the resounding refrain: "God Bless America!"
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when we are loved we are afraid

love will vanish

when Wf are alone we are afraid

love will never return

and when we speak we are afraid

our words will not be heard

nor welcomed

but when we are sUent

we are still afraid.

So it is better to speak

remembering

we were never meant to survive.

-Audre Larde

chapter t_'o 76
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FROM MORON TO MRRTYR RND PRCK RGRIN:

RIOS. THE REITERRTIUE POWER OF oISCOURSE. RNo THE POST-PHILRDELPHIR

CRNON1ZRTI o!'l OF TOM HRNK S IlIi FORREST 6UMP

The legitimate and procreative couple laid down the law.
-Michel Foucault138

We got married because we love each other and we decided to make
a life together. We are heterosexual and monogamous and take our
commitment to each other very seriously. There is not and never has
been a prenuptial agreement of any kind. Reports of a divorce are
totally false. There are no plans, nor have there ever been any plans
for divorce. We remained very married. We both look forward to
having children.

On Friday. May 6th, 1994, the above full-page ad, paid for by Richard Gere and

Cindy Crawford. appeared in the London Times. at an unfathomable cost of almost $40.

000 (US). Without pausing to elaborate on the meaning of "very married" (they have

subsequently filed for divorce). the ad goes on to infonn us that. in the interim to having

children. the couple is devoting much of their time and energy to "difficult causes," such

as: "AIDS research and treatment. Tibetan independence. cultural and tribal survival.

international human rights, gay and lesbian rights, ecology. leukemia research and

treatment, democracy movements. disannament and non-violence."

Not ones to revel in the postmodern axioms of ambiguity and uncertainty, these

protestations have surfaced in spite of-or. rather, because of-Gere's recent participation as

a gay choreographer (is that phrase redundant'?) who dies of AlOS in the HBO versioL ~f

Randy Shilts's plague epic And The Band Played On. and Crawford's memorable and

"controversial" ('?) August 1993 Vanity Fair cover. in which she plays "femme" (c1ad in

bustier and high beels) to k. d. lang's "butch," (stunningly adometl in business man's

138rM Hislory 01 ~JCMaliry 3.



•

•

chapter three 78

blue), one of the most significant cultural representations responsible for catapulting the

"Iesbian chic" movement currently sweeping the popular media.

1 raise tbis here to suggest that perhaps the least interesting point of tension is the

repeated speculation ofGere and Crawford's homosexuality (which prompted the ad). but

rather. to ask. why, in a milieu ostensibly marked by an increased "tolerance" for

"difference" (a difference that is articulated by the very Iitany of "difficult causes" the ad

itseif cites). the popularimaginary neeessitates and legitimizes sueh a hostile (and eomical)

affirmation C! l1eterosexuality. monogamy. and familialism'? What. for example. is at stake

when these cultural narratives are juxtaposed to lcxts Iike And the Band Played On. or the

political bravado of the Vanity Fair cover, texts whieh offer them~elves as "hberal"

responses to the "problems" or conditions of contemporary life'? Is such a rigid insistence

on an identifactor; relationship with the familial structure of desire not part of a larger

cultural condition in late twentieth century American culture'? How. and to what ends. do

these narratives of dominant cultural values intersect with the representation of the "Other."

and does the deployment of "difference" in these cultural spaces operate as a strategy of

displacement underthe cultural logic ofdis-ease'?

What does ail of this have to do with the discourses of AlOS in general and the

cultural signification ofTom Hanks in particular-the two topies this chapter will addr.:ss'? 1

begin with this example to suggest a double polemic in which to situate ourselves in

relation to the production and reception of popular cultural texts that seek to represent

"difference" as a viable cultural commodity. In this chapter. 1 will in part return to the

discursive formation of AlOS in Philadelplùa, specifically vis-à-vis the extra- and para­

textua1 publicity discourses surrounding Tom Hanks and bis post-Philadelphia success (his

cinematic canonization) in his most recent film, Forrest Gump. Under the tenets of the

cultural logic ofdis-ease in the current sexua1 eeonomy, 1 will examine the ways in which

the Hollywood Marketing Machine neeessitates the differentiation of ~ctors' "real" sexual

preferences and way of life from the mediated constructions vis-à-vis the roles that they
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choose. especially and most tenaciously if those roles are deemed "controversial" or

transgressive. The intimate biographical details of actors' lives offered to the consuming

public function as a strategy of displacement and disavowal. rendering "difference" a

fictional construcl, 50 that the popular narratives surrounding Hollywood stars like Hanks

are inforrned by. and tend to promote. the prevailing climate of sexual conservatism

generally sweeping American culture··what Village Voice writer Richard Goldstein has

called "the new 5Obriety."139 As 1have argued in the previous chapters. this sexual c1imate

ofconservatism is intricately bound to the production and prolifèration of the nuc1ear family

as an identifactory site of power and pleasure. a site that insidiously opposes alternative

sexual paradigms in the current sexual economy and works to a1leviate anxiety around

certain cultural representations. This chapter will concl!jde with an analysis of Forres!

Gump. specifically in relation to the popular cultural construction of the American male as a

singular and monolithic entity. and how this representation intersects with the deployment

of multiple "Others" in such a way that dominant cultural values are reproduced in these

instances.

As the tit1e of this section suggests. 1will again take as axiomatic the notions raised

p.arlier in the previous chapters: that is. 1 will explicit1y consider the ways in which the

reiterative power of discourse functions to produce the phenomenon it seeks to contain and

control. how the "paradoxica1" nature of power exc1udes certain subjects from systems of

discourse yet everywhere rearticulates them within that system as sites of danger.

phantasmatic objects of over-investment. Though the subject matter of Forrest Gump

seems as far removed from the narratives ofAlDS and homosexua1ity as one .::ould gel, the

reiterative power ofdiscourse reinscribes this film and Hanks's role in it within the context

of AlOS. 50 that that which is culturally "Other" serves as markers for reconfiguring the

traditional values that Forrest Gump itself will propagate. This is affected by the

deployment of multiple "Others" in the extra-textua1 discourses of the film. where AlOS

139qld. in Singer 62.



•
chapter three 80

and homosexuality are called upon in such a way that dominant values of sexual exchange

are maintained. In the film itself. AlOS and the "feminine" are de{.ioyed as "Other:

shifting and threatening signifiers that pose a "risk" to the stable and coherent construction

of the American male. offering again a form of "discursive privacy" to the latter that works

in analogous ways to the discursive formation of AlOS. The extra-textual narratives of

Hanks's "rea\" life perform a metonymic operation for the structures of identification and

desire that Forrest Gump represents. and thus renders problematic the autonomy of the

text. making it difficult to tell where one begins l:IIId where one ends.

ln the June 94 issue of Vani/)' Fair. we are offered a follow-up to Hanks's

renowned success in Philadelphia. having picked up an Oscar for Best Actor and going on

to become the new American spokesman for the AlOS crisis. Given the fleetingaltentiol.

span of the American consumer in general. and tile ephemeral quality of Hollywood cinema

in particular. Hanks has. in a very short time. been elevated froc! his status as the voice of

AIDS and bas come to signify the new American male who can serve as spokesman for the

entire age. a prophet for the "new sobriety" generally sweeping the American nation. This

post-Oscar signification is doubly articulated. 1will argue. in the recent Forrest Gump.

making Hanks the perfect role model for reinvigorating both fictional and "factual"

concepts ofAmerican manliness. a fluid cultural signification that is suggested in the article

by VanityFair.

Aptly titled "Tom Terrific: the article beginr. with the following headline:

The 1994 Academy Awards will be remembered as the night Tom
Hanks came out-the boy-next-door comedian had become a major
sta!'. The following day. the 37 year-old Best Actor. who stars in the
upcoming Forrest Gump. spoke openly Ir, KEVIN SESSUMS
about the motives bebind bis controversial speech and how the love
of a good woman has chased away the ghosts of his lonely
cbildbood.

Though he bas becn relegated from bis position as AlOS spokesmodel. these post­

Phi/Qdelphia discourses have an insidious w;;.y of circling back to the "Ot~:-r." 50 that the

representationof "differencc" works as a strategy of displacement and disavowal of these
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ver" subjectivities. The article's hamessing and appropriation of gay liberation ease

("coming out"), and the reference to his "controversial speech" (AlOS as "Other"),

functions to establish the masculine subject ("the boy-next-door") within a singular and

monolithic frame, signified here by the ultimate and universa1 masculinist goal: "the love of

a good woman." By implicitly reiterating AlOS and homosexuality, by reiterating, that is,

difference, the "Other" serves as the backdrop for the affirmation of subscription to

normative masculinity, heterosexuality. and the pleasures of the proereative couple.

The biographical information offered here and elsewhere directly mimics the

chamcter portrayed in Fo"est Gump. so that these cultural values of masculinity and

heterosexuality are doubly inscribed at the site of the "Other," a blurring of the boundaries

between factual and fictional narratives of subjectivity. The passages about Hanks from

Vanity Fair resonates with the various descriptions of the fictional Fo"est Gump.

Entenainment Weekly for example describes Gump as foU :>ws: "Short on intelligence but

loaded with luck, the sweet-natured, slightly simple hero of this wbimsica1 drama seekt ~is

destiny as. by tum. an a11-American football player. a Vietnam hero, and a successful

business man, though ail he longs for is to he with his childhood sweethean."140

VanityFair ca1ls Fo"est Gump "An a1legorica1 film r•..] a heart-wrenching story

in wbich the title character is a simpleton who embodies nothing less than ail that is good

about post-World War II America." As the numerous articles remind us, Hanks is still

fanning the f1ames of controversy over his Academy Award acceptance speech. the

culrninating moment of bis cinematic and cultural canonization that left the audience with

the confusing sentiment: "God Bless America." Without knowing it at the time. Hanks

offered a platitude that could sum up in three short words the entire scope of bis next film.

Fo"est Gump. wbich will continue where Philadelphia left off. the ultimate "a1legory" for

the articulation of the phantasmatic belief in the sanctity and benevolence ofAmerican life

(it is an awfully long mm, considering its an a1legory of ail :hat's good about post-war

140Enlmai_lll W~~k1y May '1:1, 1994: 42; italics added.
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America). We are witness here to the reiterative power of the discourse of Philodelphia to

regulate, contain, and (re)distribute the moral message cf AlOS for our culture, even in

spaces Iike these that seem 50 remote from tbis stigmatized social field. Unwittingly, Vaniry

Fair attests to tbis, for repeated throughout the article on Forrest Gump are reminders of

Hanks's benevolent AlOS crusade: "' thought the speech was incredible, and in a sense

communicated more about what Philodelphia was saying--and reached more people--than

the movie itselfwill."141

With Forrest Gump bebind him, Vaniry Fair begins its article with a reference to

Hanks's next project, called Apollo 13, a fictional reenactment of a factual 1970 lunar

mission that was aborted halfway to the moon when an oxygen tank exploded and NASA

had to improvise Apollo 13's retum to Earth. With Hanks in the lead as real-Iife astronaut

James Lovell,142 director Ron Howard argues that "1 think Tom will give the character a

greater sense of humanity, as opposed to astronaut as icon."143 Though the subject matter

is as far removed from the subject of AlOS as one could get, the film is structured witbin

the paradigm Hanks offered as Andrew Beckett. Though it is not unusual for an actor's

current role to be treated in Iight of pervious ones, the function of Hanks's role as a gay

man who dies of AlOS is more central in these extratextual spaces than any pervious role,

and is not, 1 would argue, simply a result of his new Oscar status. For the same

mechanisms that made it possible for him to win Best Actor are also in place in these

discourses. Why on earth (pun intended!) our culture needs representations of astronauts

with "a greater sense of humanity" is a question both amusing and telling, for in addition to

the rearticulation ofone of the dOlIÙnant fictions ofAmerican life-the cJlonization of space

as the lost conquerabie frontier--it also serves as an opportunity to underscore the

benevolence and heroic status that is accorded to a straight actor who has the courage to

play a queer. But one must pose this question: could this "greater sense of humanity" that

141SleVeD 3pielb..~ q1d. in Yani/)' Fair 14S.
142Tbe :i1m is based on Dis 1lO\'e1 Lost Mooll.
143yOIiÏly Fair 100•
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Hanks is perceived to he capable of only he realized and actualized as a "natura)' extension

of his raie in Philadelphia; that is. not the role of Andrew Beckett per se. but the fact that

Hanks chose to play that raie?

Even is his stoic stillness he so breathtakingly displayed in
Philadelphia. we could sense the will power it took for him to sit up.
[...] This time out, it is the sweet machinery of NASA's know­
how [they are heing consulted for the film] that will provide it
[Apollo J3] with its special swagger; it is the sweet machinery of
Hank's know-how that will pravide it with its soul. l44

Are we simply talking about Hanks's "superb" acting ability here. bis "brilliant" portrayal

of the injustices and sufferings associated with AlOS. or is this sense of humanity

attributed to the fact that though Hanks is both straight and healthy. he had enough

"humanity" to play the raie of a gay man dying of AlOS (granted. a raie few in Hollywood
•

would have heen willing to take)? 1would argue that the current canonization of Hanks in

the popular imaginary is attributable more to this dichotomy than to bis acting ability. that

this sense of humaneness is a direct manifestation of the courageousness with wbich Hanks

is assumed to possess for too intimate a relation to the codes of homosexuality and AIDS.

fields which he no doubt knows little about.l45 The extra-textual discourses structuring

Forresl Gump exploit this dichotomy for economic prosperity. for Hanks's intimate

connection with these IWo stigmatized social fields is seen as rather brave and bold (though

neverfigured as profitable) for the new spokesmodel for American culture.

1think it is every little boy's dream come true [...] every Iittle boy
wants to play a cowboy. He wants to play a baseball player. He
wants to play an astronaut. Yet when this little boy grew up. he did
not win bis best-actor Academy Award for any of the roles in the
litany he cites. Without apology and with fitting propriety. Hanks
won it for portraying a homosexual who dies of acquired immune
deficiency syndrome. Such a tragic outcome is most certainly not an
ali-American dream.lt is nightmare-a global one.l46

144Vanity Fair 102.

14SNonc of Ibis is an altaà: on HaDb PB se, but of the cultural and social mechanisms tbal bave made
Hanks 50 seduetive and popuJar in Ille firsl pIacc.
146yanityFair 102.
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ln the above passage. the blurring of fiction and reality, and the dismantling of the

distinction between Self and Other, is evidenced. for what every \iule boy wants is not to

he a cowboy. a baseball player. or an astronaut. but to "play" one," 50 that cinematic

representation renders unnecessary the need to "willingly suspend one's dishelief" and

view Hanks's roles as astronaut or cowboy or baseball player as not merely roles chosen

but an intimate part of the Self: "what every \iule boy wants to be."

Such is not the case, however. when the role of "Other" is invoked--that wlùch falls

outside the realm of normative mascu\inity--a raie that is ail the more remarkable because it

is figured as a fictional construct, not only that wlùch every little boy doesn't want to be but

that wlùch someone \ike Hanks and the model he represents could never be. By invoking

the fictiona1 status of the raie of the "Other," anxiety is successfully displaced, even though

AlOS is figured as a "global nightmare" (the "universa1ization" of AlOS), effecting reaI

bodies in the real world.

"Maybe he should be called St. Thomas," writes one critic. in response to the

release of Forrest Gump. "[Llast year, his Oscar-winning tum as an AlOS victim [sic) in

Philodelphia and lùs smash success as a perfect widowed dad in Sleepless in Seattle made

him a candidate for cinema canonization. With Forrest Gump [...) he cements his sereen

sainthood."147 What social and cultural mechanisms are currently in place that would make

it possible and seemingly plausible that a Hollywood icon, who, during the publicity for

PhilodeIphia described himself as "the heterosexual poster-boy," or now, in the Vanity Fair

interview caUs himselfAmerica's "Hugh Beaumont" (referring to the father on Leave it to

Beaver). or who has been labeled in the popular press as "a kind of Everyman. an ail

American Joe,"148 a "regular Joe in movie star's clothing,"149 should be accorded the

status as spokesman for the new sobriety and the representation of the quintessential

American male bath in film and in reallife only after-or because of-ohis participation as a

147Ga:eae (9 July 1994IE7)•
148VaniIy FiJir 150.
149USMaga:me 47.
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gay lawyer in the first Hollywood film on AlOS? Which roles are scripted fiction, and

which~ rea\? Why these roles and the cultural significations they have elicited, and why

now?

Though an in-depth inquiry could be made into the myriad of issues raised in

Forrest Gump, 1will restJ:ict my comments as they relate to the culturallogic of epidemic.

Again, as Singer reminds us:

the disciplinary response to the epidemic of AlOS does Dot work
primarily to alleviate or abolish the epidemic; on the contrary: it
presumes epidemic and extends it through the social field,
transforming "epidemic" Dot only into a readily transferable or
"contagious" figure, but installing the presumed proliferative logic
of epidemic as an abiding epistemic matrlx for the disciplinary
production of cultural knowledge about bodies in general.150

ln keeping with the impetus of the previous chapters (vis-à-vis Singer), Forres! Gump

exemplifies this culturallogic of epidemic, for AlOS, readily transferable, is mobilized in

the film to discipline and control a whole set of social practices of the body that are

culturally figured as "unhealthy," a "spawning" of new epidemics that is prompted by, but

subsequently exceeds, the bounds of AlOS. Singer gives the example of the "Just Say

No!" campaign-"not only to genital sex without prophylactic Mediation, but also to an

ever-proliferating range of objects including alcohol, nicotine and other drugs."151 AlOS

functions in Forrest Gu.np as the ultimate manifestation of the inevitable consequences of

excess in the culture of epidemic, of refusing to "Just Say No!"-for other social malaise of

drug abuse, sexual abuse, free and unregulated sexual exchange are similarly constructed,

and like AlOS in other popular cultural spaces, are figured as a threat to the masculine

economy and the pro-family values posturïng of the film.

Forrest Gump attempts an epic overview of American history since the end of

Wood War D, with allusions to almost every major political, cultural and historical event to

effect and shape the popular consciousness of American life. Throughout the course of

lSOsuder, in Singer la.
151SinRet 68.
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three decades ofAmericana, the film offers us slices of "real" America, the experiences of

individuals that need to be counted, deemed representative, rendered true. Gump, the film's

protagonist, has the good fortune to meet some very famous people, and thus effect the

course of events in American bistory: from unwittingly teacbing Elvis Presley how to dance

to breaking the Watergate scandai, Gump's innocent "charm" makes him a perfect figure

not only to chart America's 1055 of innocence, but for offering resolutions for recuperating

that innocence in an age of epidemic conditions. The character of Gump offers one example

of prescribed masculinity whose adventure take him beyond the big screen and into the

heart of American consciousness, its immense popularity (it became an instant hit last

summer, a cultural touchstone reacbing cult status) suggesting it has bit some nerve in the

popular psyche.lS2 But what is so pleasurable about Forrest Gump? Where docs this

pleasure come from? What are the implications of this pleasure? What gets legitimized in

the film, and what gets proscribed under the banner of prescriptive masculinity?

ln a film contaminated with virtually every icon of twentieth-century American

culture, the representation of the Vietnam War, and the subsequent representation of Gump

as a Vietnam vet, is, perhaps, the singular and most important signifying practice for

establisbing Gump as the embodiment of the new American male, and for securing his

subjectivity within a singular and monolithic masculine economy. For this reason, then, 1

tum first to Susan Jeffords's text The Remasculini:.ation ofAmerica: Gender and The

Vietnam War, wbich offers surprisingly cogent arguments for (onsideration of the

IS2Ukc P1IiJadeiphilJ, Fo"esr Gump bas acbieved both artislic succcss and unparalleled CXllIImen:ial success.
To dale, Fornsr Gump bas received three Golden Globe Awards (January 1995) for: (1) Sesl Dramalic
PiClure, (2) Best Dircc:tor (Zemeclds). and (3)~AClOr (Hanks-bis second ycar in a row).Globe and Mail
Jan. 23. 95); Hanlcs bas wOll1he Screen Aetors Guild Award (February 1995) for 'Oulslanding Performance
in a Molion Pieture' for bis role in Gump; Harvard University's .Hasty Pudding TbealricaJs' bas named
Hanlcs 1995 Man of the Year (Globe and Mail 31 Jan. 9S1AI2); Fo"estGump was the big bil al the
(Marcb) 1995 Academy Awards, carning Best Dircc:tor (Zemeclcis), ~l Aetor (Har.ics-.again, bis second
year in a row). and !lest Pie:ture; 1he ftlm was DODIinated for a total of 13 Academy Awards. the most for a
single film since WI/o's Afraid o/Virginia Wooifin 1966 and one sbort of 1he all·lime record of 14 for Ali
About Eve in 1950 (Globe andMoillS Feb. 9SlA9); Director Robert Zemeclcis won 1he Director's Guild of
America Award (Marcb 1995); and in 1he most telling fOOlDOle of ail,Fo~Gump, li; of Match 1995. lias
grossed a total of $312 million (US), making it 1he biggest box-office bit of ail lime (Globe and Mail IS
Match 9SlAI0); simi1arly. il is estimated tbat tbis film alonc bas eamed Hanlcs a persona! weaJlb of
approximately $3S million (US).
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genderlsexlial relations offered in Fo"est Gump. ln discussing the "masculine bond" and

ils gender implications in a host of popular Vietnam narratives in the eighties and nineties,

Jeffords argues that:

Whereas differences between men [...) can be overcome by the
power of the masculine bond, differences between women and men
are accentuated by il. ln the world of the masculine bond, it is most
important that these differences be marked in sexual terms. By
perceiving women through a prism of sexuality, women's difference
from men is meant to appear "natural" whereas the differences
between men--class, race, and ethnicity--are made to seem
circumstantial. The logic of the Vietnam narrative decrees that
"natural" differences cannot be overcome, whereas social ones not
only can but should. l53

There are two central tensions in this passage that are specifically relevant to the

gender, racial and c1ass issues present in Fo"est Gump: one, that men are different from,
women, and two, that men are not really ail that different from each other. ln addition to

these polemics, the denial of difference as a structural device in the maintenance of the

masculine bond is significaot for my thesis on the cultural production of dis-ease, where

the "feminine" (like AlOS) is constructed in the film as "Other," as a site of erotic danger

that is figured as a "threat" to the masculine economy that must therefore be displaced or

removed. The men whom Gump encounters in Vietnam and subsequently befriends are

similarly figured as "Other," 50 that the film, in the logic of the masculine bond, cao work

toward the displacement of difference between men. ln other words, where men are

concemed. difference makes no difference. Gump, a mentally-deficient wbite-trash

50uthem bick befriends bath Bubba, a poor lower-class black man, who, though not given

much more intellectual acumen than Gump, is c1early racially Other; and Lt. Dan, Gump's

superiorboth in rank and intelligence.

That the film offers the possibility to assume that "all men are created equal" is

galvanized in an ironic twist of logic when Lt. Dan, having lost bis "limbs" in the war, asks

Gump if he knows what it is like not to have the use of bis "limbs." Wbile not only ty;:-ica1

153JcfTords 64.
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of the film's comic structure (the insider joke)--the audience immediately realizes the irony

of Lt. Dan's comments, for we know that as a child Gump did not have the use of his legs­

othis male bonding moment offers a most slartling revelation for Gump. who immediately

makes the assumption that these very dissimilar men are not so dissimilar after ail. Gump's

empathy with Lt. Dan's pain is a result of his own personal experience, securing the

masculine bond in a scenario that seems highly unlikely and pointedly cireumstantial.

One cannot help but read the phallic subtext operative in these references to Ll.

Dan's missing "limbs," or Gump's inoperative or insufficient "Iimbs" in his childhood

experiences-experiences.I believe. that come to signify in ac!ulthood their impaired ability

in heterosexual relations as a consequence of Gump's child-Iike level of intelligence, or Lt.

Dan's mutilated corpus. Jeffords's has argued that one of the functions of popular Vietnam

narratives is to establish veterans as "victims" not only of the American govemment, but

aise. and significantly. of the Wome'l'S Movement: "it becomes apparent that Vietnam

representation is only topically 'about' the war in Vietnam or America's military strength or

political policy-making. Its troe subject is the masculine response to cbanges in gender

relations in recent decades."154 ln Iigbt of sucb an analysis. the 1055 of "limbs" migbt he

read as a maiÛfestation or represectation of the loss of pballic power in an increasingly

cbanging landscape of power exchange, a power that the film will attempt to recuperate.

After the war is over, Gump and Ll. Dan have a chance meeting on New Year's

Eve in New York City. where. afterreminiscing about the good old days of war. they pick

up two women in a bar and take them back to Lt. Dan's hotel room. As if to reenact tbeir

experiences of the war. both men suffer a severe case of "perl'ormance anxiety," this time

not on the battle-front but on the borne-front, which results in an outbreak of violence and

the women being blamed for the roined evening of sexual pleasure for bringing to the fore

the rea\ity of Lt. Dan's missing "limbs." Having spoken tbat which should remain silent,

the women are dismissed from the scene of the masculine bond. With the men's mutual

IS4JelTcrds 167.
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"castration" established earlier in the war sequence highlighted here in their inability to have

sex with these women. war is feminized to mark a cOnlinuity of masculine \'ictimiz.,tion at

the site of the "Other." By rejecting these women. the vets exonerate themsel\'es from the

atrocities of the Vietnam war itself. tuming themsel\'es into victims. their \'ictimization

constructed as a symbolic castration at the site of the feminine. "The masculine here

represents itself as a 'separate world.' one that poses survival--finally the survival of

masculinity itself--as dependency on the exclusion uf women and the feminine."lSS

Having excluded the feminine from their world. their friendship is now cemented. and

these two men are now "free" to follow other pursuits. to continue the quest for masculine

survival and prosperity.

ln addition to the feminine as "Other: the film deploys racial "othemess" to similar

encis. In the portrayal of the chamcter of Bubba (Gump's friend from Vietnam who is killed

in the War). the film would like us to assume tbat Gump's "colour-blindness" is a result of

his child·like innocence. thougb 1am more inc1ined to accept Jeffords's thesis and maintain

that. on the surface. tbis displacement of difference is a structuring device for the securing

of the autonomous masculine economy. Bubba's racial "Othemess" is rendered invisible in

the eyes of Gump in the logic of the masculine bond. thougb racial othemess is deployed in

more mischievous ways in other sequences of the film. specifically its attempts at political

commentary about the various historic reenactments that drive the film's narrative.

In these political commentaries-which are mired in their jokey. superficial and

caricatured manner-the film insists on the presentation ofthal which is racially Other. mosl

strikingly and significantly in the sequences that are not directly related to the war narrative

(tbat is. the sequences outside the masculine economy). The film offeTS racial commentary.

for example, in its caricature of black militants in the Black Panther Party, with whom

Gump's life-Iong "swectheart" Jenny becomes involved. Given tbal Gump (and the film) is

disdainful and critical of every thing Jenny cornes 10 signify. and reading lhese

ISSJdTords 168.
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representations in ~vntrast to the blacks Gump hefriends in Vietnam. the implicit message

seems to he that blacks arc okay in establishcd institutions (likc Bubba in the military or

Bubba's family in the church--a church Gump builds for them) but are rendered highly

suspect and volatile--even "dangerous"-- if they get too political or "extremist" in lheir

actions. By circumscribing race within thesc institutional parametres. dominant (white

male) powcr structures are maintained. and only those who embrace faith in God and

country get affirmed.

By making Gump into a lucky idiot. the film is hugely and disturbingly successful

in disguising its fundamental conservatism. a eonservatism that gives way to the maudlin

moralism of the film's final sequences. Gump's banal attempts at racial transgressions are

typical of the smugness germane to the film's "enlightened" attitudes. which is concealed

by exploiting the comic potential of certain racial dichotomies--most notably. when

Bubba's mom is finally served at her dinner table by a white woman. Though racially

prescrihed roles are reversed in this instance. no one pauses to ask: who made this possible

in th:: first place'? Rather than genuine transgressions. however. what is enacted in the film.

1 would argue. is a dominant heterosexual white male fantasy. for it is Gump. the hero of

the film. who makes ail these events possible. though he is never aware that he is doing so.

Though sorne of the "pleasure" of the film stems from the ostensible "apolitical"156

nature of the characterization of Gump. Gump's silence a1lows other people's politics to he

sampled. and it is in this way that the film is indeed highly politicaI. Rather than focusing.

however. on the specifie historic events the mm narrates, and the political implications of

these narratives, 1am more interested in the representation of the character who is given the

task of the political voice in Forrest Gump. It is the one central femaIe character in the film.

Gump's childhood sweetheart Jenny. who is given this roie. By turning Jenny into an

1S6Han1cs bas argucd tha1 'The film is DOlI-polilic:al [••.] and thus nOll-judgmenlal. [Il) doesn'l jusl
cdeblale 5Ur\;\'a1. il celebrales the struggle" (TU1Ie Augusl 1. 1994: 52). Given the film's narrative
impulse, the final JeS01u1ion il cITers, and iD lighl of Jerrords's tbesïs. 1 wOIIld Ile inclined 10 ask: Whose
5Ur\i\'a1? Whose struggle?
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emhlem of the wayward youth of 60s culture, she is the singular characlcr who suffers the

"excesses" we associate with that era in American history, conforming to what Singer has

identitied as the "construction of the feminine as a site of erotic over-investment: a female

character who remains for most of the film excluded from a "masculine" rcgime yet

everywhere rearticulated within that system as a phantasmatic. fetishized objeet. Jenny

functions then as a metonymy for the current gender relations in our post-liberation

economy. the feminine represented as eulturally "Other" to ward off anxiety about current

power differentials to secure a masculine eeonomy in an ever-ehanging social landscape.

Signiticantly, l.here are sorne startling and telling discrepancies between the original

Winston Groom novel and the subsequent Zemeckis film: "In :.he book. Forrest was just as

naive but not quite so innocent or lucky; he has sorne sex, did sorne drugs and missed out

on the nuclearfamily that in the movie Forrest tinally gets to tend. ,'n pumping up Jenny's

raie, screenwriter Eric Roth transferred ail of Forrest's flaws--and most of the exeesses

American's committed in the 60s and 70s to her."157

One ofthe many functions of Vietnam narratives in contemporary Amerieanculture

is, as Jeffords maintains, to:

maintain and propagate an image of the feminine as multiple,
varying, unpredictable, and consequently, threatening and
contaminating. [...) The chief structure of these representations is
[...) the opposition created between the multiple and contaminating
feminine [...) and the unitary and immune masculine, the
masculine that has remained single and consistent. [. , .) The
principle difference between the terms portrayed by French feminist
theories (the body as multiple, plural, undefinable) and Vietnam
representation is a distinction between multiplicity and
fragmentation, in other words, what is perceived by feminist
theorists as a multiplicity to be embraced by women is portrayed by
the masculine as a fragmentation of destructïon.l58

151Time (August l, 94: 52; ita1ics added). Oh'en lbe cxtrcmely high production COSIS or film-making,
cincmatic representation is, no doubt, exccedingly more dîfficult 10 seU 10 lhc Amcrican consumer, \han,
say, Iitetature. With the cconomic stakcs 50 high, why was it dccmcd ceonomicaJly ncccssary and
commcrciaIly viable 10 rcprcscnt Jenny in this way, and 10 rcndcr in lhc proœss Oump's innoccncc in sueb
a lOta1ized mannet? Given the immense popuIarity of the film and ilS HUOE box-office revenues, such
suatcgics wcrccvidently cfficacious.
158Jerrords 161-163.
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The feminine.like AlOS. is presented as an unstable. multi-accer:tual signifier that poses a

threat to the very social order itself. Jenny's portrayaI as an embodiment of excess for

fragmentation as a consequence of her indulgences. an over-investment of the feminine as

"threat" to the maintenance of the masculine economy. displaces other considerations of

contemporary sexual configurations: no one pauses to ask. for example. the effects of

J:nny's sexual abuse. the violation of the patriarchal contract hinted at (but never revealed)

in the early part of the film. which is c1early the root of her "problems." As if to secure

further the narrative impulse toward the maintenance of autonomous masculine economy.

the film necessities Jenny's marcescent death. After retuming to the security of the patemal

signifier (she eventually cornes nJnning back to the lovin' anns of Gump). she dies the

mo\'ie-disease-of-the-week. leaving a good looking corpse and a brave husband who will

carry on and prosper.

Like the characler ofAlex (Glenn Close) in FaralAJtraction, lhe dealh of Jenny and

ail thal she has come 10 signify by tbis point functions to

establish the familial economy as diegetic threshold. an image of
stability designed to elicit an identifactory or desirous investment
from the audience. It a150 works to position sexual threat as a force
fr:>m without. and as a gratuitous, hence, unjustified. invasion by an
alien or outsider, rather than as a dynamic operative within the
family. By eliciting audience belief in the family's stability, the film
mobilizes the audience's investments in the fOTm of a desire for the
restitution of the family and the organization of desire it
represents.IS9

It is significant that Singer's comments here are contained in a text whose dominant

theme is the age of epidernic. for though FaraIArtraction never broaches the issue of AlOS.

the cultural logic of dis-case pervasive in the current sexual economy allows for the

articulation ofquestions about "epidemic" in spaces where they might not seem tenable, a

situation equally applicable in my consideration of Forrest Gump: c1everly inverting the title

of FatalAnraction. Singer asks: "Wbat is 50 attractive, at this particular time, about a film

in which sexual attraction is aIso figured as fatal? For whom or what is attraction fatal, and

IS9SiDger Ill:!.
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what larger utilities are accommodaled or recuperated thereby."160 These questions

provide a potent framework for consideration of the social-sexual configurations offered in

Forresl Gump. even more so. perhaps. than F<l1al ATlracTion. since Forre.w Gump

mischievously and deceptively invokes AlOS as threat in a w~y that F<l1alATTraclion docs

not.

What is the nature of Jenny's "attraction," and why is this attraction figured as

"fatal" in the mobilization of pleasure in Forresl Gump? As a figure of feminine excess. an

embodiment of "a tbreat from without," Jenny's death is a perfect and appropriate response

for the current c1imate of sexuality in the age of AlOS. and is set up in opposition to the

final resolution offered by the film.l 61 Jenny's death in 1982 from a "mysterious virus"

underscores a contemporary cultural condition prevalent two decades into the AlOS

epidemic. and works as a strategy of displacement for reconfiguring dis-ease in order to

offer a sense of security to the familial. monogamous ideal. One cannot help but invoke the

specter of AlOS to explain Jenny's death. because she herself represents those sites of

danger with which AlOS has a1ways been associated: Jenny is seen throughout the film

using IV needles for her drug addiction. and is rather open and free ("promiscuous") in her

sexuality and the sexual pleasures sbe takes--the "excesses" we associate with the culture of

160singer 179.
161Not only is this plot similar lO TmnsofEtuka17llLol. whieh ends wilh lhe dealh or Debr.. Winger. bUI
the representation or lhe dcalh or Jenny by AlOS marks a dieholomy in Ihe reprcsenlalional logie
strueturing lhe epidemic: hcterosexuals (bolh male and remale) are arrected dirferently by AlOS lhan
homosexuals. as if lhey die a completely different disease. exeluded rrom the wilhering decay of lhe nesh
thall)"pifies lhe fate of the gay male body. Not onIy is the elandestine body of AlOS in Fomsl Gump pan
of lhe liIm's deceptive moralistie strategies, it is alse indicative of a homophobic represenlalional system.
One need onIy compare lhe cIcath of JeDIlY with the death or Hank's eharacter in Phila«lpIUa. lhe ramer
given a rorm of "discursi,·c privacy" !bat the latter is nct afforded. Ta rurtber iIIustrate lhis dicholOmy.
NBC's TV-movie "Roommates," (May 30. 1994) was a veritable exercise in binary lagie. The movie
reatured two men wilh AlOS. one gay. one straighl, forced lO s!lare a room in an AlOS hospice. In addition
lO lhe stereotypical represeDtation or gay and straight sexuality (the gay man is overly sensitive. small·
boDed, well-cdueated and well-dressed; the straight man is gruff.large and unkempt. and lacking iD bolh
social and intellectual skiIIs). the movie alteDIpIS lO propagate the m)1h thaI "AlOS arreets us all," but as a
consequence of ils binary presentation of sexuality. il "c::aIries a harmful subliminal message: !bal gay men
die of AlOS. wbile straight men ,.ith the disease gel onIy nasty "",,aches and a bard lime from their friends
al the pool bail" (TM AdvoctlIe May 31. 1994: 74-74). Similarly. in HBO's And TM BandP~d On. the
representation ofthe decayiDg.emaria''''' lesion-<overed body of AlOS isdepIoyed exclusivdy for gay wbite
men, wbile everyooe else-iDcluding Afrieans of bolh sexes and wamen in general-simpiy die. leaving a
corpse re1aIivdy intact.
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the sixties butthat have bccome the fundamentaltaboos in the age of epidemic. those sites

of danger inscribcd on the collective consciousness in the post-libcration econOr:1Y. More

obviously. however. is the fact that the film simply depioys ample signifiers to support the.

argument of the presence of the threat of AIDS: the more attuned viewer. for example. will

certainly realize that the date of Jenny'; death in 1982 (signified on the calendar beside her

death-bed and on her tombstone at the end of the film) of a mysterious virus just so

happens to he the year prior to the "discovery" lf H1V in 1983. the virus that causes AlOS.

By configuring Jenny's death in this way, we are again witness to the way in which

AlOS (as "Üther") is exduded from systems of discourse yet everywhere rearticulated

within that system. the paradoxical nature of power mobilizing AlOS as a double operation

of construction and erasure, so that discourse has the power to silence a disease that has

never been fully spoken. This culturallogic conforms to Foucault's profound conjecture in

The History ofSexualiry. where he argues that we as a culture have commitled ourselves to

"the endlessly proliferating economy of the discourse of sex," but that "What is peculiar to

modem societies is not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence. but that they

dedicated themselves to speaking of it ad infinirum, white exploiting it as the secret."162

Foucault's prescription is as equally applicable to the discourses of AlOS (which is, of

course. always bound up with the economy of the discourse of sex). w!lich funct{on in this

instance as a "screen-discourse," a "dispersion-avoidance," (Foucault163): ~veryone

already knows what we are talking about; everyone aIready knows the stigmatized social

field to which these representations respond. AlOS is proliferating on all levels of

discourse yet we as culture are continuing to exploit it as the "secret," recristributing it in

such a way that it need not be articulated.

The wink-wink, nudge-nudge epistemological wager offered by Jenny's death

deploys a narrative of AlOS for the renegotiation of the familial structure of desire, the

16:!ne HislOry of$aluJlity 35.
163ne HislOry of$aluJlity 53.
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mobilization of dis-case as a site of power and knowledge for the eonferral of traditional

configurations ofpleasure and power in an era of danger. and. as the final moments of the

film will altest. forthe reaffirrnation of a masculine subject not wonhy of contempt. 16-IAs

wc saw in Philadelphia, the (heterosexual) masculine subjeet in Fnm:.<1 GllInp is off..red a

forrn of "discursive privacy:" Jenny's father, for example. is never calicd Upl ~ to take

responsibilities for his actions; nor is Gump ever characterized to acknowledge complieity

with the events that unfold around him, rendering masculinity as an innocent and stable

construct. Though Jenny is momentarily figurcd into the structure of the nuclear family, ha

mistakes cOIn never be forgiven: from the very early moments of the film, Jenny WOlS

excluded from the familial economy. the daug.'terof a sexually abusive father who remains

throughout her adult life a troubled "chiId" who seems to have no one but hersclf to blame.

The film's existentialist philosophy (exemplified by the rampant individualism of Gump)

dictates thatJenny's fate is her own destiny, and thus. by not implicating her father in the

subsequent events of Jenny's life, masculinity is rendered innocent, whereas it is the

feminine that must carry on the burdens of masculine transgrcssions. 165

164To read this scenario through the lens of Hanks's previous sueeess, the presentation of Jenny's de.th is
e\'en more o\'er-wrought with signification. almost e10ying viz. his eonneelion wilh AlOS and
PIù/mklphia, Throughout the extra·textual discoul>CS cireulating around Fo"~sl Gump. wc are eontinually
reminded of Hanks's impassioned speech Olt the 1994 Academy Awaros. which was hailed as his cali for
compassion and understanding for those who ha\'e died of AlOS. But consistent with the currcotlogie of
dis-ease, not once bas an)' one stopped to consider that in this speech the word "AlOS" Wa.s ne\'er
mentioned, but was displaced in favour of more metaphoric and symbolic language, This silence is
higblighted in a US Maga:1M inter\'iC'" with Hanks, in which the interviewer asks: "Some people thought
your speech was over-wroughL Do you regret any of it?" To which Hanks rcsponds: "Not a word, 1 laIew
thc only thing 1 tru1y wanted 10 say was something germane 10 a more important aspect of why 1 wa.s there­
·thc 1C\'cl of thc lAIDS] tragedy that bas bocn going on is JUS! 100 big" (parenthetica1 addition of "AIDS" by
US Maga:1M). E\'cryonc already laIows wilal he's referring 10; cveryone alrcady knows thc "!rdgedy" of
which hc speaks. AlOS thcrcfore not only cao hut should remain unspokco in these uDCOnlCSted cultu...ü
spaccs.
165rhe only other ccntral fcmalc character in the film, Gump's mother (Sally Ficld>, is prcscnted in
simiJarly disma1 terms. Jeffords bas argued that womco in Victnam narrativcs arc pcrcci\'cd lhrough a
"prism of scxuality," \hat is, thc represcnlation of "differencc· hetwccn mcn and womcn is marked
cxclusivcly in scxual terms in orcier 10 sccurc the masculine bond. Quoting Sedgwiclt, Jcffords IlOtes that
·in the prcscnc:c of a woman who cao he sccn as pitiablc or contemptiblc, mco arc ablc 10 cxchange power
and 10 confirrn cach othcr's \'a1ucs cvcn in the OODtext of the remaining incqualitics in their power· (in
Jcffords 64). In an carly $CCDC iD thc film. Gump's motbcr plcads y,ith ber SOII'S school master 10 allow
Gump in 10 reguIar classes, dcspilc bis cxtmncly low IQ. Though she bas bcen prcscnted unqucstionably as
a SlroIIg and resourocful woman. ablc 10 providc a bomc for ber son as a singlc motbcr in a timc and p1=
when Ibis would havc bcen Dot onIy scanda10us (the Americao South in the 19SOs) Ici alonc cxtmncly
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As we saw in Philadelphia, over and against the construction of "high-risk" groups

as sites of erotic danger is the over-investment of value of the familial economy as a

"prophylactic social device," with th,; implication that "the nuclear family is the safest sex

around," a panic logic which figures the familial unit as a site of vulnerability from whom

protection against thesc very sites of danger is required: thus. the death of Jenny). which

functions as a backdrop for "The deployment of hegemonic social structures by which male

privilege as weil as racial and c1ass privileges are insidiously reasserted." 166

Ag; in. as Singer argues in her discussion of FaJalAIrracrion:

Even though Alex is figured as threatening and therefore as an object
of anxiety and/or contempt she is also made to seem attractive. In
doing sc. the film also works to eroticize and glamorize the threat
she represents. Alex is a figure of sex laced with danger. For the
audience. of course. this is pleasure at a safe distance. Such a figure
is a very fining one for the era of sexual epidemic. allowing for the
appropriation of pleasure in danger. while at the same time
promising that the threat it represents will also ultimately be
cont?ined. neutralized, or eliminated.167

The nature of Jenny's "fatal attraction," and the threat that that anraction poses for Gump

and the masculine economy. is successfully contained. neutralized. and ultimately

eliminated. Initial1y presented as a strong and independent woman. Jenny eventually

succumbs to the "charms" of her life-Iong friend Forrest. pleading for his help as he plays

the knight in shining armour to tbis damsel in distress.l68 Significantly. Jenny remaiI's

geographical1y distant from Gump throughout the entire course of the film. a relationship

whose "pleasure" is nourished in Gump's imagination ar.d that allows him to create

"woman" in his own image. It is only when Jenny gives up her politics and abandons her

difficult, her onJy ehoiee in Ibis situation is 10 spread ber legs for the schocl master. a scene that genetated
grcal laughter and pleasure from the audience. Bul whal is the purpose of this smanDy bil of 5C.'tua!

innucndo. and whose pleasure does il5Cr\'e? Il is. ultimately. an acl of "charity" on beb:ùf of Ibis mother's
son. offering up ber body so thal her son may lhrive and prosper. BUI would sbe ha,'e donc Ibis for a
daugbter? 'nd wou1d il ha"e produced the same resu\tsJplcasure?
l66Butler. in Singer 7.
t67Singer 186.

1680Wrighl's Jenny is a frail soul in a tail-spin. a baIlered ebild in a beautiful woman's body. And Forrest
is ber redcemer. The suspense of the movie is wbether sbe will a1IO'" bim to sa,'e ber" (TimL August
1.1994: 52). Oh'en the primacy of these nanalives in HoU)...·ood fJ1m in generaI. the "suspense" of the film
is ncgligible.
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"excesses." once she no longer fun~tions as the embodiment of "pleasure in danger" to the

stability of the masculine economy. that Jenny can retum and be brought together in

"happy" union with Gump at the end of the fil!'.•.

That masculine stability. however. must be explicitly understood as a manifestation

and an extension of hete.rosexual privilege in a way that Jeffords's thesis on the

remasculinization of America never really addresses. As Butler has convincingly argued:

gender performativity cannot be theorized apart from the forcible and
reiterativepracticeofregulatory sexual regimes (.. '\ the regime of
heterosexuality operates to circumscribe and contour the "materiality
of sex." and that materiality is formed and sustained through and as
a materialization of regulatory norms that are in part those of
heterosexual hegemony.169

Though homosexuality is never broached in Forrest Gump. its glaring absence from the

film only serves to strengthen the heterosexual imperative of the masculine bond and the

general remasculinization ofAmerica. As Foucault writes: "Choosing not to recognize was

yet another vagary of the will to truth."1iOThe ways in which Hanks is constructed as the

spokesman for the AlOS crisis (underscoring the heterosexllal imperative even in this the

site for the seeming renegotiation of hegemonic sexuality). and now as the embodiment of

the new American male. foreshadow the current iconization of the figure of Gump, not as

fictional construct performed by Hanks, but as the representative American man inseparable

form Hanks's reallife (heterosexual) status.

Jeffords argues that one of the principle functions of Vietnam narratives in

contemporary culture is to

narrate the Veteran, not only as a superior individual, but as a
superior leader for society as a whole. His is a voice that can heal
wounds, provide direction. offer commitments and fulfill promises.
Vietnam veterans have traversed in these few years (\982-1987)
from child to adolescent to father, from outside to leader, from
destructive rebel ta wise patriarch, from feminine to masculine.Iii

l69suder. Bodies IlraJ Maner 15.
170ne HisIDry 01SaIlalily ss.
17177Je RonasadillÏ;lUÎDn 01America 143.
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As a Vietnam vet, Gump occupies at various stages througbout the film a11 of these

positons, as the shift in Gump's character to weak and violated feminine to strong and in

control masculine functions as the principle tbrust bebind the film's narrative. From his

early years as a chiId scomed and humiliated for bis physical and mental inadequacies to bis

ultimate continuation of th'" masculine bond signified by the birth of bis son, Gump is

shown in his capacity to "heal wounds" and "provide direction" (notably in ~is

relationships with both Jenny and Lt. Dan) and can "offer commitments and fulfill

promises" (as a shrimper. maintaining loyalty to the promise he made to Bubba prior to

Bubba's death in Vietnam). But Gump's superior status as a leader of society as a whole

gocs beyond even what Jeffords has envisioned, for in the presentation of Gump there is

an impulse toward godliness. the pcnultimate presentation of the masculine subject as a

modem day Jesus or Isaah who can lead society out of the èecay currently plaguing

American life. For example, when a band of anonymous nobodies follows Gump on his

cross-country jaunts, waiting breathlessly for bis p"onouncements, he IS transformed into a

caricature of Moses handing down the Ten Conunandments; and then, as he announces he

will stop running and tums back in the direction he came, he is Moses parting the Red Sea.

What gets affirmed in these moments and elsewhere is Gump's devotion to God. country.

and traditional family values. over and above the exclusion of ail other political. social and

sexual conJigurations of pleasure and power.

With the elimination of Jenny and the threat she posed as a figure of feminine

excess. Forrest Gwnp is strategically positioned to end exactly where it began: a little boy

(Gump's son) waiting to take the bus to school. l 72Though we have come full circle. there

I72This circuJars1rUClUre is furlhcrllllderscored b)' tt.c relUm or !he while fcather from!he opening mallage
of \he film. Hanks bas said Ih3l direclOr "Bob [Zemeclcis] said from \he beginning 1haI our fale OœlS around
on a breezc like a fealher. Ilhink Ih3I's probably \he best definition or destiny one could come up "i\h. 11
Iakes inJo consideration \he Iheorelic:al ehaos Ih3t is part and parcel or our wood" (US Magazine 49). BUI
Fo"tst Gump offers a ralherdirrerenl visiOll or desliny \han this fealher motif implies. for Ihe "Iheorelic:al
ehaos" is ascribed only 10 Ihe multivalent representalÎOD of \he "Other" in Ihe film. The white,
heterosexual, U1ldilioaally·\'3lued male is \he ooly oae in \he film who survives (while cver)'ouc cise around
him dies), suggesling 1haI\he exislenlialist posturing in \he lreatIIIent or \he "Other: 1haI one's fale is or
one's OW1\ doing. is not a philosophy conslituling \he construclion in popuJar discourse or Ihe new
American male, for masculinity. as Fomst Gump configures il, is desliny.
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is one noticeable difference in this scene that was absent from the tirst: little Gump is

rendered in the "spitting image" of his father but without the handicaps and mer.tal

deficiencies that plagued big Gump in his carly ycars, as if to suggest that fatherhood has

"cured" both Gump and his son of these deficiencies. c:liminatin:> lhe p~tential naws by

tuming Gump into a paragon of patemal virtue.173 And ag::in. what is offered here is a

forrn of "discursive privacy" to the masculine subject. which might in part aceount ior the

"pleasure" and "success" of this film: if Jenny did indeed die of AlOS. what docs this mcan

for her son? Is he too infected? Of course. in the logic of the masculine bond. such a

displacement is irrelevant in tms contel't. f"f the circular structure of the film's narrative is

successful in rendering the maintenance of an autonomous masculine economy. a singular

and monolithic masculimty passed down from father to his male progeny.

ln its production of the family as the ultimate site of safety in an age of sexual

danger. and its joint investment in the construction of the monogamous. heterosel'ual male

subject as the perfect vehicle of "prophylactic mediation" (Singer) for safe(r) sel'. the film

successfully disavows the inherent paradox of these cultural constructions. especially as

they pertain to women in the sexual economy. The framing of Jenny's childhood within the

paradigm of sel'ual abuse, and her subsequent death by AIDS (excess), serve to

underscores what Singer identifies as the paradox of "safe sex" in the age of epidemie:

What is particularly ironic and chilling about the latest campaign to
market safe sex as the latest disciplinary innovation is the implicit

173Botb Jeffords and Singer have loca1ed a currenl momcnl in cultural rcprcscnlation !hal is markcd by a
"fetishization of paternal acti'-ily" (Singer): "plOgrams like 'Full House,' 'Paradisc,' and 'You Again?'
porlray single fathers mainlaining childrcn and houscholds' (Jefford.., Remasculini:Dlior. xiv). "Holly"'ood
bas anemp1ed 10 exploil conditions of unlikely parenlhood for comic cffect in For Keeps and SM's Having
Ji Baby. where lhe parents arc leeIIagers. and the '-cry popular TItree Men And A Baby. ",hich 1II'aS an
American remake of the French film Thru Men And A Cradle, ",hich "'as also vcry popularo
Palm1ily/falherbood is a source oC ÏDIereSl. perhaps. because il is 50 exotie" (Singer 179). The mo<l rccenl
addition 10 !his fetishization of paternal acti,oily is SIe,oe Martin's A Simple Twisl 0/ Fale, in ",hich
Manin playsadivoreeddad ",ho rmds himse1f lhe falher of an adop1ed linle girl. The uailers for!his linle
piece oC paternaI propaganda poses the following questions: 'How many sacrifices will he make? How
much love can Ile give? How many problems can he take'l" Similarlv. Tom Hanks look on such a palernal
raie in Sleepkss in SeatllL. a ...idowcd dad ....hose plight might account in part for Hants's currcnt
popuIarily and beDevolCllt status ill Amcrican popu1ar culture. Despile lhe daims of lhe ostensible Wliversal
lbeme of hllltl3llÏly and toIer3DOC. Forrest Gump is. 1 would argue. more germane 10 this paternalistie genre
thaD an)1bing eIse.
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assumption that 1••. 1sex was safe before AIDS. Sex was safe. it
seems. as long as i~ was women who die for and from sex in
childbitth. iIlegal abottions. faulty contraception. rape and murder at
the hands of their se:o.ual partners. 1...) history reveals thatthe
family has never been a particularly safe place for women and
children.l i 4

Over and 'lgainst this paradox. over and against the consideration of other sites of

vulnerability. the over-investment uf value in the heterosl:xual masculine economy in the

current epldemic assures that what gets affirrned is faith in God. country. and traditional

family valu"s. and that these cultural valorizations. as the film's immense success might

indi:-ate. are sufficient and tenable to ward off cultural anxiety in an increasingly un:;ertain

sexual market place.

174siuaer 68.
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The wages ofdying is 10~'e

--Galway Kinnell
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CHRPTER FOUR:

-1 KNOW. 1 KNOW. THRT , PONtT KNOW:­

EPISTEMOLOGICRl RESISTRNCE IN ZERO PRTlENC[

Geography has mapped every river, every glade, yet we still have
much to leam about the mysteries of AlOS. Let's explore this
foreign body. leam the custom of its cells, c1assify its nooks and
crannies, pull its cbains and ring its bells. We will never find the
cure 'til we isolate the source; once we know where it came from we
can 1011 it off by force. What's the ongin of this virus? Europe,
Zaïre, or Haiti'? The dues are here before us. Patient Zero holds the
kcy. Let's aU be empiricists. victors of the mind. rulers of the
stupid. leaders of the blind. An empire of knowledge. will conquer
aU the rot. A culture of certainty will put us back on top.

--John Greyson, ZeroPatience

We'rc tircd of trees. We should stop believing in tress, roots. and
radic1es. Tbey've made us suffer too much. AU of aborescent culture
is founded on them. from biology to linguistics. [...] The tree and
root inspire a sad image of thought that is forever imitating the
multiple on the basis of a centred or segmented higher unity.

-Deleuze and Guattari175

As the previous chapters might serve to illustrate, popular AlOS discourse does

much to underscore our love of trees. Our insatiable desire to classify. label. map, chart.

delimit. define and categorize in general presupposes that our epistemic responses to

disease in particular will seek to locate and decipher the source and origin of contagion and

the means and routes of infection. This was illustrated, for example, in the very

establishment of the Krever Commission, which seeks to determine how over 1000

bemophiliacs werc infected with HlV. and in the discourse of "tainted-blood" that this

"scandai" .:as spawned. which might suggest the cultural configuration of the indissoluble

association ofhomosexuality as the originating site of AlDS; and in the presentation of the

homosexual body of AlDS and the inevitable avenues of infection as articulated in

Philade/phia, a tendency for epi~mological and ontological certainty in popular cultural

practices operative perhaps under the logic of our love of trees.
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As Pallon has argued. "the rise of virologic and immunologic thinking about AlOS

demonstrates how cultural metaphors about AlOS converge with scientific thinking." 1i6 ln

ways similar to the discursive formation of AlOS in popular cultural practices as outlined

above. the tendency in the para-scientific discourses for epistemological mastery. the

propensity for closure. necessitates an overarching concern with origin of this new viral

infection. over and above means for preventative measures. vaccines. and cures; or the

displacement ofthose "beneficent effects of power" (Singer)--the need for adequate social

services to those who live and suffer with AIDS. As the privileged motif for the cultural

narratives of AIDS. the tree indicates the degree to which scientific discourse dictates the

course for more popular cultural representations and responses to the epidemic. suggesting

a consistency among systems of discourse to valorize "genealogy" as the modus operandi

of discursive formation. Moreover. in the current sexual economy. in the age of what

Singer defines as epidemic. the tree. or genealogy. suggests an element of "certainty"

against the essential "unknowability" of AlOS. a strategy under the logic of dis-ease that

allempts to alleviate anxiety in an increasingly complex epistemologica1 and epidemiological

culture. As Treichler has noted: "In multiple. fragmentary. and often contradictory ways

we struggle to achieve sorne sort of understanding of AlOS. a reality that is frightening.

widely publicized. and yet finally neither directly nor fully knowable." 177 Or. as Edelman

bas more recently argued: "in the face of the epistemological ambiguity provoked by this

epidemic. in the face of so powerful a representation of the force of what we do Dot know.

the figure of certainty. of Iiterality. is itself ideologically constructed and deployed as a

defense. ifnot as a remedy."178

Not exclusive to our cunent episteme. scientific inquiries into disease in the past

have similarIy sought to answer questions oforigin. and have produced social and cultural

responses that bear Iittle radical discontinuity to the discursive framîng of AlOS iD the

176J>allOD. lnvt:nling AlDS SB.
177"AlOS. Homopbobia, and Biomedical Discourse: An Epidemie of Signific:alion" 3J.
l78Eddman90.
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present. In his historical excavation of the "iconography of disease," for example, Sander

L. Gilman draws specifie analogies between the outbreak of syphilis in the late fifteenth

century to the nineteenth century and the emergence ofAlOS in the contemporary socius:

The desire to locate the origin of a disease is the desire to be assured
that we are not at fault, that we have been invadcd from without,
polluted by some external agent. In the late fifteenth century,
syphilis was first understcod as resulting from the malevolent
influence of the zodiac. But it quickly carne to be linked to another
major event of the 14905, Columbus's voyages of discovery to the
Americas. Syphilis was seeD as society's punishment for
transgressing the God-given boundaries of human endeavor. a
divine scourge that punished Europe for the collapse of the feudal
system, the rise of capitalism, and the desire to find new worlds to
feed this new economic system.... the geographicallocus of the
disease shifted with time and circumstances. In the nineteenth
century, during an age of expanded colonialism and black slavery, a
new argument placed the origin of syphilis in Africa, prior to the
voyage of Columbus. A sirnilar story can he told about AlOS in the
198Os.l79

As in the previous chapters, Gilman's comments here about the socio-historical responses

to syphili~ and their continuity with the cultural configurations of AlOS are remarkably

consistent with sorne of the various writers already seen, from Douglas's thesis on "purity

and danger" ("po11uted by sorne extemal agent") and the threat that transgression poses to

an established sense of order, and how this facilitated and framed the discourse of "tainted­

blood;" to Singer's notion of the production and proliferation of sites of erotic danger or

over-investment in the age of epidemic that are figured in cultural discourse as threats to the

familial economy ("invaded from without"). the exemplary site for the sta!>ility of the social

order itself.

Moreover. a11 of these comments. including Gilman's historical AlOS parallels.

resonate with Foucault's polemic on the "plague" and the way in which technologies of

power manipulate and control the body in times of epidernic in order to (re)establish a sense

of order to the social system and to the bodies that constitute that very system. Foucault

writes:

179saaderl- Gilman, "AlOS 3IId S}'Jlbi1is: The loorJosraphy oC Disease: 100 (ilalicsadded).
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The P1ague is met by order; its function is to sort out every possible
confusion: that of disease, which is transmitted when bodies are
mixed together; that of evil, which increased when fear and death
overcome prohibitions. It lays down for each individual his place,
his body, his disease and his death, his well-being [...] his "true"
name, his "true" place. his "true" body, his "true" disease.180

The potency and viability of scientific investigations-and the popular para·scientific

discourses these investigations produce--to shape and inform more popular culture

practices in the representation of disease is evidenced, for example, in Randy Shilts's

plague epic (cumjoumalism) And The Band Played On, and its cinematic version of the

same name (produced for television by HBO). As a manifestation of erotic over­

investment, Shilts's fetishization of Gaetan Ougas, popularly know as "Patient Zero"··the

French-Canadian airline steward accused in the popular press of spreading AlOS,
throughout North America--underscores the need for c10sure in eras of epidemic,

conveniently utilizing Ougas's sexual proc1ivities and extensive movement across

continents for the cultural inscription and conferral of certainty in the age of epidemic. In

his narrativization ofOugas's participation in the 1982 "Cluster Study," a study that traced

the earliest cases ofAlOS to Dugas and that subsequently was effective in determining HIV

as a sexually transmitted virus. Shilts tums Patient Zero into a posthumous media celebrity,

aecording him star-like status in such a way that reconfigures dis-case within the paradigm

of homosexual promiscuity with which AlOS bas always already been figured.

Immediately following the announcement of Ougas's death on March 30. 1984,

Shilts offers the following speculation:

WhetherGaetan Dugas actually was the persen who brought AlOS
to Noùh America remains a question of debate that is ultimately
unanswerable. The fact that the first cases in both New York and
Los Angeles could be linked to Gaetan. who was himself one of the
fust half-dozen or so patients on the continent, gives weight to that
theory. Gaetan traveled frequently to France. the Western nation
where the disease was most widespread before 1980. In any event,
there's no doubt that Gaetan played a key role in spreading the new
virus from one end of the United States to the other.181

If!J)DisdpIine andPrmish 197-198.
181Sbills. A1td 17re BœulP1ayedOn 439.
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Singer has argued that "Within the framework of a logic of sexual epidemic, images of

erotic access and mobility shift registers, from those associated with freedom, surplus,

choice, recreation to those of anxiety, unregulated contact, and uncontrolled spread,"182

Specifically utilizing the proliferation of "erotic access and mobility" that marked the (pre­

AlOS) "gay sexual revolution" of the late DÏneteen seventies and early eighties, Shilts

himself is seduced by this cultural sbift that DOW signifies erotic access and mobility DOt as

a means toward freedom and choice but as an end in itself, the resultant effect of which is

the cultural conferral of the inevitability of viral spread at the site of homosexuality rather

than from unmediated sexual exchange. Oespite the seductive nature of a Patient Zero as a

site of sexual danger or erotic access,183 Shilts fails to acknowledge that, by 1987,

scientists had already identified cases of AlOS as far back as the late sixties, making the

question of whether or DOt he "brought AlOS to North America" notjust "unanswerable"

but completely untenable.l 84

Many commentators have made trencbant criticisms of Sbilts's book, specifically in

relation to the untenable nature of viral origin represented in the presentation of Ougas.185

1 raise Shilts's text here to briefly underscore the seemingly seductive and potentially

destructive nature of our fetish for tress, our desire to locate origin as a mechanism of

certainty for the alleviation of cultural anxiety in the age of AlOS. Consistent with my

thesis of dis-case in general, however, tbis fetish for origin functions DOt only for the

a1leviation but aIse for the production of anxiety, and suggests again the paradoxical nature

I82Singer 28.
l83shihs's penchant for drama bas produced such scenarios as the follO\\ing: "Back in the balhhouse, when
the moaning s1Opped, the )'Oung man rolle<! O\'er on his back for a cigareue. Gaelan Dugas reaehed up for
the lighlS. ruming up the rheoslal s10wly 50 his partner's eyes would have lime to adjust. He lhen made a
point or C)-eing the purple lesions on his chest. "Gay can=,' he said, a1most as if he wcre talking 10
himself. "Ma)'1le yeu'l gel il 100" (198).
I84Dr. William Danow, the scientist who coodueted the 1982 "C1uster SlUdy" w;th Dugas, has denounced
ShillS's interprelalion or these evenlS, c:alling il a "miSiepresentation or science."
18SFor example, Judith Williamson has argued: "While ShillS's book is ralionally geared to blame the
entite gO\'emmenta! syslem for failing to fund research, e<!ueate the publie aDd lteal those iofected, he
nevertheless cannot entirely resi.ot the ..isb for a scuta: or contamination to Ile found, and lhen blamed. If
Patient Zaodid 1101 exist, wc would oeed to iDvent him" ("Every Virus Tells A Story: The Meanings of
H1V and AlOS" 73).
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of discourse in a manner that is equally consistent with the notion of panic logic. For

example. the recent film Ourbreak (starring Dustin Hoffman. Donald Sutherland. Morgan

Freeman), a Hollywood "thriller" about a virus. is directly shaped and informed not only

by the course of scientific investigations, but mobilizes the anxieties constitutive of the age

of epidemic for the veritable production or "outbreak" of new epidemic conditions.

mobilizing the popular mythologies ofAIDS for the incitement of panic. Ali the elements of

AlOS are present in tbis Hollywood flick: much like H1V, the fictional "Motaba" virus in

the film originates in a small African village; a monkey transports the virus from its

originating site in Africa to America. from the "Dark Continent" to the Land of Liberty.

where it is then transmitted to humans. Threatening to decimate the entire population of

America (Canada and Mexico are strangely immune to this virus, despite our fluid borders)

within forly eight hours, the virus leaves its "victims" with lesions similar to the KS lesions

common with AlOS; the quarantining of the infected small Califomia town is contemplated,

much like the recommendation in the United States to lock up sere-positives as a preventive

measure for further H1V-spread; even the sub-plot of Outbreak directly corresponds to the

ClA AIDS-conspiracy theory. wbich suggested that the US govemment developcd a viral

infection now know as HlV as a strategy of germ warfare against unwanted or undesirable

elements of society (specifically homosexual men, drug users. and the black urban poor.

the groups hardest bit by AI['S in the carly years). directly mimicked in the film with ,he

presentation of the Army General (Sutherland). who wants the Motaba virus for similar

genocidal purposes.

Underscoring the necessity of deterrnining the origin of viral infection in an age of

epidemic. and bighlighting the ways in wbich the para-scientific discourses of AIDS shape

and influence popular culture practiees. Hoffman embarks on a typica1 Hollywood action­

adventure, with spectacular chase sequences across the country in helicopters to locate the

monkey and thus secure a vaccine for this new viral contaminant. In their desperate attempt
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to find the monkey, these viros-avenging heroes articulate the self-important. ali-America

mantra: "The fate of the nation, perhaps the world, is in our hands."

The deployment of viral infection as cogent material for a Hollywood action flick is

again evidence of the paradoxical nature of power, where the dominant myths of the

disease are mobilized for the film's narrative impulse yet the disease itself remains the

unspoken, unarticulated site for the incitement to panic logic, a "screen-discourse," or

"dispersion avoidance" (Foucault) similar to the deceptive strategies of dis-ease in Forrest

Gump. The cultural representation of epidemic conditions, the spawning or oUIbreak of

new (and in this case fictional) epidemics in the age of AlOS, is, evidently, an

cconomically profitable investment in late capitalist culture, dis-ease packaged and sold to

consuming audiences as a lucrative cultural commodity: Outbreak "shot to first place on its

opening weekend, grossing $13.4 million" (US).186

As if to confirm the current cultural milieu as one of epidemic, the Globe and Mail

writes:

Outbreak comes with a timely [...] premise. Viroses are definitely
in the air these days--these microscopic time bombs have replaced
the nuc1ear variety as the central repository of our apocalyptic fears.
As the millennium approaches. with modem medicine looking ever
more cash-starved and vulnerable, doomsayers point to the plague
that is AlOS, to exotic flesh-eating microbes, to penici11in's fading
powers, and predict that we'lI meet our end not with a big bang but
with a whimper.l 87

The easily shifting registers of disease in the age of epidemic (the conflation here of AlOS,

which has killed hundreds of thousands, and "flesh-eating microbes," which have killed

dozens and are not exc1usively fatal) would seem to confirm the potential marketability of

panic logic, spurred on, no doubt, by the increasing incitement to AlOS discourse and the

proliferation of HIV-infection in the contemporary socius.

Against the violence of these discourses; against the proliferation of sites of dis-ease

in the cultura1logic ofepidemic; and against the production ofepistemologica1 certainty as a

I86GIo~dIIdMail (15 March 9SlAI0).
187"The HoIl>.,.'OClC! Virus: GIo~dIIdMail (10 Marc1I9SlAI2).
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strategy of c10sure in the age of AlOS. certain counter-discursive narratives or "rcversc-

discourscs" ofAlOS have been facilitated by these very representations. As Singcr makes

c1ear in the theoretical impulsc of her text. as one begins to invcstigatc and inlcrrogatc thc

disciplinary modes of power in the discursive represcntational economy of AlOS. one

necessarily begins to move outside these signifying practices to consider "the kinds of

resistances that they can occasion and spawn."188 lt is to these kinds of resistances that 1

would like now to tum.

As mentioned in the introduction. Foucault's notion of "rcvcrse-discoursc" is ncvcr

adequatelytheorizedorputintopractice. and for this reason,l will end this project with a

brief consideration of John Greyson's ZeroPalienee (1993). not neccssarily as a reversc­

discourse but as a kind of Deleuzian exercise in "nomad thought." As a dircct contcstation

of notions of origin and certainty characterizing the discursive formation of AlOS and the

"suffering" caused by trees. Greyson's film explicitly resists cpistcmological mastery.

problematizing our "aborescent culture" in the interests of radical political intcrvcntion.

"The modus operandi of nomad thought is affirmation. even when its apparcnt objcct is

negative."189 ln a cultural text on AlOS that is provocatively subtitled "A Movie Musical."

ZeroParienee is. 1 would argue. not just a "reverse-discourse" in the Foucauldian scnsc.

but a veritable exercise in nomadic affirmation that maneuvers skillfully and playfully

through critiques of representation and the media sensationalism of AlOS in order to get

beyond the criticallogic of binary thinking. As Steven Shaviro has argued in The Cinema/ie

Body:

Deleuze and Guattari [...] argue [...] that it is insufficient merely
to contest the abusive nature of patriarchal structures of sexual
representation. Tao much has already been conceded to the forces of
patriarchal orderwhen representation is accepted as the hattlefield. It
is necessary to go further. to discover the conflicting forces. 190

188Buder. in Singer 4.
189srian Massumi. Il U~r'sGuùk ID CapitoIism andSchi;,ophrenia xi•
190steven Sbaviro. The CiMmatic Body 22.
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ln order to unearth these "conflicting forces," Greyson highlights both the implications

when subjects become "objects ofknowledge" in cultural practices but also underscores the

possibility and the reality that subjects can and do engage qua subjects, not just objects but

crea10rs of a discourse, social agents capable of articulating individual experiences of

subjectivity through specific cultural practices. In so doing, Greyson posits ;,. strategy for

the representation ofdifference that ultimately makes a difference, reconfiguring dis-ease to

alleviate rather than produce the cultural anxieties that have been proliferated by the

penchant for definitional and categorical certainty in the various medical and popular

discourses of AlOS. As Kass Banning has so eloquently stated, "Constant

metamorphoses, epitomized in the exquisite choreographed bodies in motion, forros

corporeal resistance against the weight of definition. [...) ZeropaJjence teaches us that the

inexorable drive for truth can kill 05."191

Through the story of the relationship between the nineteenth century sexologist and

explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton and Gaetan Ougas (know elinically and popularly as

"Patient Zero," the star of Shilts's novel), Greyson takes us on a quintessentially queer and

campy joumey (the genre of the musical is the epitome of camp!) through various

epistemes, with the revolutionary political goal of liberating Patient Zero from the fate that

has been bestowed upon him in the popular imaginary-a fate, not doubt, tied up with our

fetish for trees, for origin. When Burton, a researcher at the Natural History Museum is

pressed by bis boss Dr. Placebo to find a spectacular centre-piece for Burton's exhibition

concerning diseases throughout the ages--aptly titled "The Hall of Contagion"--he cornes

across Patient Zero, from the recently distant AlOS epidemie. With the retum of Zero,

now only visible to Burton as a ghost from the past who cornes to "haunt" Burton's

project, the plot of ZeroPalience is set in motion; as Burton and Zero become romantica1ly

involved, Zero convinces Burton of the ridieulousness and implausibility of the specifie

191Kass Banning, 'WbaI's Lo\'e, Scieoce and Singing Got Ta Do With Il,' CÎneAcnON (February 1994):
62.
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cultural (re)configuration of AlOS in the historical display Burton is constructing. pleading

with Burton to "tell a tale. save my life. a life 1 could have had. j\'~t like Scheherazade."

Like Scheherazade from Burton's own historical writing. Zero insists on the telling of

stories to keep bis memory alive and to exonerate him from blame. seducing Burton with

ms body much like Scheherazade. who seduces with her dance of the seven veils.

ln keeping with the intentional destabalizing logic of the film. fiction and facto past

and present. are intricately woven together. producing a "docu-drama" on AIDS that rejects

the standard documentary impulse for narratives that presuppose a history of meaning

contingent on notions of authenticated "truth" based on empirical observation lLct's ail he

Empiricists").ln honouring the place of story ("tell a tale. save my life"). Zem Patience

underscores the double identity of bistorical narration as a melange of "factO and "story."

and suggests that the present is always already (re)written through the historical screen :lf

the past--as evidenced in the bistorical narratives of AIDS.

ln the opening sequence of the film. for example. Burton. having discovered the

existence of Patient Zero, bursts into song. setting up the dominant motifs endemic to the

para-scientific discourses of AlOS that Greyson will then problematize and ultimately

dismantle. With stereotypical British upittyness, Burton sings:

Let's ail be Empiricist, victors of the brain. Through our wit and
brilliance, we can know the world again. Classify and label. Find
the answers out. A culture of certainty will banish every doubt.
Geography bas mapped every river, every glade, yet we still have
much to learn about the mysteries of AlOS. Let's explore this
foreign body, leam the customs of its cells. Classify its nooks and
crannies, pull its chains and ring its bells. We will never find the
cure till we isolate the source. Once we know where it came from,
we cau kill it off by force. What's the origin of tbis virus? Europe,
Zaire, or Haiti?The clues are here before us, Patient Zero holds the
key. Let's ail be empiricists, victors of the mind. Rulers of the
stupid, leaders of the blind. An Empire of knowledge, will conquer
ail the rot. A culture of certainty will put us back on top.

Burton as scientist and explorer (empiricism and imperialism doubly engaged) sardonicaily

desires to map and chart the body of AlOS in a way analogous to the mapping of

geograpbicai terrain, a cartography of the body ofAlOS ironicaily presented in the film as a
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direct challenge to what Edelman identifies as the deployment of "certainty" as remedy, if

not a cure, or as a rejection by Greyson of the "anthropomorpbic representation of sex" that

Deleuze and Gualtari rally against.192

Ag••instthis culture of certainty, Greyson seeks specifically to destabilize three

central mythological constructions of the originating sites of AlOS: (l) the "myth" of

Patient Zero, and the cultural configurations of ail that he signifies; (2) the "myth" of the

African Green Monkey, and ail that is signified by its originating site in Africa; (3) and the

"myth" of the human immunodeficiency virus (HlV) itself, the focal point for aU medical

research on AlOS. In problematizing the desire for origin and blame embedded in the

cultural (over) investments of value in these three "myths" (within which HIV is still

codified), Greyson successfully poses the implicit that has animated much of my own

investigations in the previous chapters: whose pleasure and/or power are served by these

narrative frarnings ofAlOS?

Cleverly troping the title assigned to the real Gaetan Dugas ("Patient Zero"),

Greyson theatricalizes political rage by way of a semantic sbift, entitling bis "musical"

about AlOS by stressing the importance of political immediacy in the social and medical

responses to the epidernic--"we've got :.eropalience", suggesting that time is not a luxury

for ~ople with AlOS, and demonstrating the continuai frustration in the face of the

cultural construction and distribution of certainty, exemplified, for example, in Shilts's

tex!, with wbich Zero Patience is directly engaged. Questioning why our culture needs a

Patient Zero in the tirst place, Greyson is not directly criticizing the 1982 Ouster Study as

outlined by Shilts, for, as the film makes clear, the study was never intended to establish a

"flI'St infectious agent."193 Greyson argues that:

ln our film, we never deny that Patient Zero was promiscuous. We
don't really think that's important. Lots of people, gay and straigb!,
are promiscuous. We are much more interested in why society needs
a Patient Zero, a scapegoat that they cao distance thernselves from

I92Dc1~aDd(juaaari

193"Tbe Zero Tabloid,° Cineplex-Cldcoa Films
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[self vs. other?). The film refuses to treat Patient Zero as a pariah--it
tries to rec1aim him. warts and all. as one of us. l94

The second myth of "origin" Zero Palience investigates and interrogatcs is the

epidemiological theory of the Africa Green monkey. who was charged with transmitting a

simian virus to Rumans that mutated into HIV. In 1985. a virus in the African Green

monkey was isolated. and from this it was hypothesized that AIDS was a long-standing

Mrican disease which originated in monkeys. spread '0 humans. and then. like the Village

People. was urged to "Go West," a theory that was subsequently recanted when seientists

admitted no connection between HIV and the phantasmatic notion of origin in Africa.

Though it was discounted. this naturalistic taxonomy is a seductive metaphor for

mobilizing the racial and sexual "Other" for the cultural reconfiguration of dis-case within

pre-existing power-knowledge relations. 195

As Deleuze and Guattari suggest:

evolutionary schema may be forced to abandon the old model of the
tree and descent. Under certain conditions. a virus can connect to
germ ceUs and transmit itself as the ceUular gene of a complex
species; moreover. it can take flight. move into the cells of an
entirely different species. but not without bringing with it "genetic
information" from its host. [...) We evolve and die more from our
polymorphous and rhizomatic nus than from hereditary diseases. or
diseases that have their own line of descent. l96

The evolutionary schema inforrning the debates around AlDS/HIV suggest a virus taking

flight and moving into the cells of an entirely different species. from animal to human. and

then. "viral infection" carrying with it "genetic information" from its host, it moves from

194qtd. in "The ZeroTabloid" (parcnthcsis added).
195see, for c:<amplc. James Millcr. "Apanh.AIOS: Racism. Rushlon, and RituaJ Ccnsorship." Offcring an
anaI)'sis of the wa)'s in which thc popular discoUlSCS of AlOS ha\'C bœn utilizcd lO rcinscribc csscntialist
and racist assumptions ofthc scxual poteRC)' of thc African malc. Miller quotes cxtensivcl)' from University
of Westcrn Ontario ps)'chologist Philippe Rushton's infamous and contro\'crsial text "Population
Oiffcrcnccs in Susccptibility to AlOS: An Evolutionary Analysis," (Social Sciences And Medicine 28.
No.12, 1989 1211-12.."0). Miller makes such sardonic critiques as thc following: "Rushton calmiy notes
("itbout a trace of irony) tbc penchant of black Africans lO invcnt crotic animal dances 'which cmphasi'J:
L'IIdulating rhythms and macle copulations'. Far from mercly confinning the old bonkcy assumption that
blacks arc good al diny dancin' bccausc 'tbcy'z juss natebully gal rhythm', Ibis sinislCr lioc of argument
clTcdivcly supports the dcepcr racist faDtasy that blacks arc incvi1ably drawn lO animal bcha\iour, ji\'in' and
bustlin' tbcir way 10 intercourse just likc animais in beat, bccausc that's wbat thcy rcally arc. Clcarly wbat
undcrIies AlOS is DOt H1V·infection but junglc fC\'cr" (34).
196oc1cuze and Guattari IG-I1.
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the originating and stigmatized site in "The Dark Continent" (and the attendant connotations

of "dark" in this new era of "danger") to infect the equally stigmatized body of the

promiscuous homosexual male (exemplified by Zero), bath ostensibly possessing a genetic

predisposition that would satisfy the demands of a culture of certainty.

The third and final myth Greyson goes on to confront is the virus "HIV" itself,

considered by many but questioned by some as the sole "cause" of AlOS--a "factO that has

never been proven but remains the predominant focus of scientific research and popular

perceptions of the disease. The skepticism that HlV alone could be capable of dismantling

immune functioning--usually a rather resilient structure in the human body--has reigned

since the discovery of I-nV in 1983, but the culture of certainty assures that HIV,like Zero

and the African Green Monkey before it, remains the centre-piece for scientific

investigations and for popular discourses of the epidemic (exemplified, for example, in the

continuai collapsing of distinction between the two acronyms HIV and AlOS, as in the

common yet erroneous term "the AlOS virus"). While Burton and Zero are examining a

slide of Zero's blood in a microscope. the image seen through the periscope burst to life (in

typical musical flourish), with (the late) AlOS activist Michael Callen (who also appeared in

Philadelphia), now bearing an uncanny resemblance to that icon of queer sensibility.

Barbra Streisand. literally floating into the scene (on an inflatable water-toy) as "Miss

HIV." urging us to question her role as the exclusive factor responsible for the onset of

AlOS and the destruction of individual immune functioning. In a scene more typical of a

late-night drag spectacle at L'Entre-Peau than a scientific discourse on "the cause ofAlOS."

Greyson theatricalizes the discourse ofthe para-sciences to introduce other possibilities into

the debate-literally. the voices of the Clichenes, more formally known as CMV and

Syphilis, which are considered by some to be AlOS co-factors. Holding a note longer than

the divine Babs herseIf, Miss mv pleads with Burton to "Tell a story of a virus, of Greed.

ambition and fraud, a case of science gone mad.TeIl a tale of friends we miss, a tale that's

cruel and sad. Weep forme, Scheherazade. Weep for me, Scheherazade." Like Zero, Miss
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HIV invokes the specter of Scheherazade. insisting on the telling of stories as a life·

affirming gesture. a micro counter-discursive narrative in the ever expanding field of AlOS

discourse and representation. With Zero by his side during this epidemiological cpiphany.

Burton ultimately becomes convinced by the w'mls of Miss HIV. and decides to transform

his display at The Hall of Contagion to repudiate these dominant discourses of AlOS. and a

whole set of orthodoxies in scientifie praetiee that have secured themselves as faet in the

popular imaginary.

ln doing 50. the film moves beyond critiques of the discursive formation of the

AlOS epidemie to embark on an historie documentation of the treatment of diseases aeross

an historical speetrum. In drawing historical analogies in a way similar to the comments

raised in relation to Gilman and his work on syphilis quoted earlier. Greyson establishes

that

The science of AlOS. despite ail its high-tech sophistication. is
hopelessly mired in Victorian concepts of diseased sexuality. Just
about everything we think we know about this epidemic has been
built on a foundation of 19th century prejudices about queers.
junkies. Africans. prostitutes. you name it. For me. Burton is a
wonderful vehicle for exploring such issues. 197

To underscore the argument that social and cultural responses to AlOS are not in

themselves unique to our episteme. but rather. are a variation on lingering puritan attitudes

about sexuality in general. The Hall of Contagion at the Natural History Museum

represents historically "fixed" figures from various bistorical eras and transforms them

from the clinical and dusty figures typical of the diorama into vibrant and productive

members who have substantially contributed to the periods in which they lived. For

example, Typhoid Mary is transfigured into Fanny Wright, a nineteenth century feminist

and activist for the P(;ople's Hea1th Movement. Similarly. the Tuskegee diorama tums into

the figure of George Washington Carver. a black botanist and teacher.198 By historicizing

these persecuted figures inta the present context of AlOS. the figure of Zero and all that he

197"Tbc ZeroTabloïd" 3
198Bamlir.g 61.
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has come to signify is similarly configured within historic concepts of sexuality that are

complicit in the social configurations of AIDS in the current sexual economy, breaking

down the rigid historical boundaries to mark continuity between past and present.

"Everything important that has happened or is happening takes the route of the

American rhizome: the beatniks, the underground, bands and gangs, successive lateral

offshoots in immediate connection with an outside."I99As a lateral offshoot, Greyson's

radical queer politics manifested in ZerOPalience avoids a simplistic and linear critique of

hegemonic scx.;al formations of pleasure and power in the age of AIDS, taking successive

"lines of flight" from these potentially debilitating institutions and ideologies. Immediately

connected to an outside (the grass-roots activism the film espouses), ZeroPalience employs

a queer and campy political ae.thetic to move beyond the binary, oppositionallogic of

cultural activism to render problematic "marginal" responses to the epidemic. As Banning

has noted of Greyson's earlier works, there is a decidedly political agenda that does not

"blindly celebrate marginal practices; the naive supposition that alternative media can

counter dominant culture is often parodied. The necessity to move beyond the merely

oppositional gradually cornes into expression."200 The same might be argued of Zero

Patience, Greyson's first feature-Iength film. As a schoiar/film-video-maker/activist,

Greyson's project provides an intersection of a multivalence of competing discourses

against the linearity of the popular discursive formation of AIDS.

Greyson himself bas unapologetically stated that:

AIDS has lowered a shroud of depression over the past decade.
Outrageous humour has become a necessary tactic of fighting back.
1wanted ta celebrate the wit and passion of everyone who is living
with this disease, and of the friends 1 miss who have died from it.
ZeroPalience is a film about the gay experience of this epidemic: our
courage. our fcars, our humour, and our outrageousness. If that's a
scandai, then let's he scandaious.201

1990cJCIIlUndGuaIlari 19.
200Bamung 60; ila1ics added.
201Gtq'SOD, qui. in "The ZeroTabIoid"
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Greyson's deployment of outrageous humour-ohis seemingly "inappropriate" use of the

musical format for dealing with the devastating social and psychic realities ofAlOS. that is.

the narrativization of a cultural and social condition in a way that would ostensibly seem to

demand its exact opposite presentation-ois effective for the very reasons such an approach

would seem to thwart. As Butler has convincingly argued:

The increasing theatricalization of political rage in response to the
killing inattention of public policy-makers on the issue of AlOS is
allegorized in the recontextualization of "queer" from its place within
a homophobic strategy of abjection and annihilation to an insistent
and public severing of that interpellation from the effect of shame.
To the extent that shame is produced as the stigma not only of
AlOS. but also of queemess. where the latter is understood through
homophobic causalities as the "cause" and "manifestation" of the
illness. theatrical rage is part of the public resistance to that
interpellation of shame. Mobilized by the injuries of homophobia.
theatrical rage reiterates those injuries precisely through an "acting
out." one that does not merely repeat or recite those injuries. but that
also deploys a hyperbolic display of death and injury to overwhelm
the epistemic resistance to AlOS and to the graphics of
suffering.202

The use of humour and camp for the theatricalization of rage manifests itself quite evidently

in the historic critiques of the epistemic responses to AlOS that drive Zero Palicncc' s

narrative. suggesting. perhaps. the cultural reconfiguration of that which is "scandalous"

about AlOS. But Greyson does not restrict himself to an analysis of the discourses of

AlOS in terms of the technologies of power that control and constrain bodies in times of

epidemic; rather. he facilitates in Zero Patience a counter-discursive tum where subjects

become subjects of their own discourse. As if to insist on a "severing of that interpellation

from the effect of shame" that Butler suggests is a consequence of the stigma not only of

AlOS but also of homosexuality. Greyson theatricalizes rage to "overwhelm the epistemic

resistance to AlOS" by severing the stigma attached to gay male erotic practices as the

"cause" and "manifestation" of that illness. He does so not by dismantling the extemal

social forces ofproduction of that shame, but by reconfiguring that "shame" in the context

ofthe specific erotic practiees gay men engage in. ln a hyperbolic sequence simply entitle.!

202Buder. Bodies T1JDl Malter 233.
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"The Butthole Duet," the assholes of Burton and Zero literally come to life, engaging in

sorne pre-coital pillow talk:

(Burton): l'Il tell you l'm no expert. l'm hardly one to talk, getting
poked is problematic, l'm not crazy 'bout cock. (Zero): You don't
like getting fucked? 1 haven't heard that before. One asshole to
another, it's the thing 1 most adore.(B): ln theory, it's no problem,
but in practice it's a pain. According to my research, it's a common
gay refrain. (Z): The Law of the Father doesn't recogoize the hole.
(Both): The phallus is the ruler. it's the cock whose in contro\.
(Burton): That makes me juvenile. l'm a polymorphous mess.
Oedipus is weeping. when my butt 1do caress. 1 lie down and think
of England. Toot that hom and bang that drum. It's an insult to the
Empire, when 1 take it up the bum. (Z): Sex is Dot for Queen and
Country. you don't need to rant and rave. Sodomy ain'1 50
symbolic. and you're rec1um ain'1 a gra-,".(B): But Freud said we
have a death wish. Getting buggered is gettïng killed. Is this ghastly
epidemic something our subconscious willed? (Z): An asshole's just
an asshole. skip the ana1ytic crit. The meaoings are straight-forward.
Cocks go in and out cornes shit.

Watoey suggested carly on the need to develop and circulate images that "eroticize"

safe(r) sex practices. against the disciplinary effects of the sexual configurations of those

stigmatized pleasures always already associated with AIOS,203 While not necessarily

"erotic" in its presentation (the scene is more akin to watching the Muppets from hitherto

unseen perspectives than gay male erotica). Greyson's "Butthole Duet" engages and

effectively critiques not ooly the para-scientific and popular discourses of AlOS that permit

that interpeIlation of shame, but a1so with contemporary critical issues in AlOS scholarship,

makïnga direct allusion to Watney's phrase from PolicingDesire that "Aids offers a new

sigo for 'he symbolic machinery of repression. making the rectum a grave."204 In an

attempt to move beyond binary thinking. Greyson is problematizing perhaps the seemiogly

tota1izingeffect of power (or "repression") of discourse or representation. suggesting that

we are Dot exclusively chained to these discursive systems. that we have power as agents to

203Watney "'l'ÎleS: "Changes in sexual beba\iour cannol be forœd. lhey cau ODIy be acmC\'ed through
consent, consent wbicb incorpora1CS c:haDge inte the very strue:\III'e of sexuaI fantasy. Henœ the urgent, the
desperalc need te erocicise informaliOll about safe sex. if teDs of thousands of more lives are DOl te be
c:rueIJy sacrificed 011 the ~in allaS ofprudery lIIId bcmopbollia" (Policilfg INsm 129).
204polidng lNsire 126.
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get outside tbis symbolic machinery in a way that a Foucauldian analysis of the body is

incapable of addressing.

As if to underscore that very limitation, Lco Bersani, in his well-known cssay "Is

the Rectum A Grave?," has similarly taken the cue from the original phrase by Watney to

argue:

If the rectum is the grave in which the masculine ideal (an ideal
shared--differently-by men and women) of proud subjectivity is
buried,then it should be celebrated for its very potential for death.( .
. .]It may, finally, be in the gay man's rectum that he demolishes
bis own perhaps otherwise uncontrollable identification with a
murderous judgement against bim.20S

Greyson's "The Butthole Duet" similarly alludes to this passage, where Bersani is making

the claim that the symbolic resonance of the image of a grown man. "legs high in the air,"

enjoying the "suicidai ecstasy" of passive anal penetration is a cogent and potent signifier

for effecting a disruption and dissolution of hegemonic formulations of sexual pleasure, a

severing from the effect of shame that Bersani believes wouId further allow men to

relinquish an imaginary relationsbip with the phallus ("the masculine ideal"). Specifically

addressing the social and psychic consequences of one man being anally penetrated by

another. Bersani necessarily focuses attention on the psycbic terrain of real bodies in the

real world. of actual physical relations of our bodies with the bodies of others--what he

cal1s a "reflection on the phantasmatic potential of the human body," or an understanding of

the "shifting experience that every human being has of his or her body's capacity. or

failure. to control and manipulate the world beyond the self"206 that directly problematizes

a Foucauldian approach to the body (the body as passive inscription of signification) in the

age ofAlOS. Despite the seductive nature ofbis claims. despite the potency of bis "organ-

rea1ism," 1 have always been uneasy in the face of Bersani's provocative text, and his

psychoana\yticfetishizing ofWatney's phrase. troubled by what 1 perceive as the over­

investment of value in the singu1ar sexual act of anal penetration that is always already

20Saersam 222­
206sersanï 216.
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viewed from a position of hegemonic construction of pleasure and power in the first

place.2°7

Whetheror not Greyson is explicitly critiquing Bersani's text 1 cannot say, but he

is. in his own campy way. quite evidently rejecting the psychoanalytic and

metaphysical assumption !hat the body is somehow prior to bistory,
outside politics . [...] To the contrary [...] the opposition hetween
the ideological and the cultural is a false one, for the pre-Oedipal,
pre-Symbolic infantile body is already steeped in and invested by
culture. It is a question of leaming to analyze the politics of the
regulation of bodies. and the distribution of plcasures and pains: a
politics more fundamental than the one located in the structural
constraints and rationalizing processes of law and ideology.208

Although ZeroParience "remains overarchingly Foucauldian:209 Greyson moves beyond

the merely oppositional. beyond Ihe body as Ihe sile ofpassive inscriplion ofsignificarion •

or as culturally "Other." in a way that perhaps would problematize the approach 1 have

taken in the preceding chapters. In bis attempt to articulate the capacity of subjects qua

subjects. Greyson poignantly offers us in ZeroParience the character of George, a grade­

school tcacher"and old friend of Zero's who is now battling the onset of AIOS-related

illnesses, serving as the embodiment of how frustrating and painful the proliferation of

discourses of the epidemic can he for one who is too busy and too tired just trying to stay

alive. From his critiques of the para-scientific discourse on AlOS drugs to his

dissatisfaction and frustration with the cultural and social activism of bis own friends and

community,210 George offers a playful and moving narrative on the authoritative nature of

the discourse of AlOS the film outlines, and how AlDS activism can similarly he seduced

by such trenchant metaphors of certainty.

:!07This is nol lhe place 10 go inlO a Jenglby discussion of psycboanalylic models of lhe body and AIDS.
For a fuller discussion of lhese issues and lhe probIems 1 ba,oe wilb Bersani's leXt, sec my essay "BeIWeeJl
A Cock And A Hard Place: Toward an EpiS1eJllology of lhe Body in lbe Age of AIDS." Social
DiscoIUSdDisctntr Soda/li. 3/4 (Summcr/AulUIDn 1994): 17-32. Sec a1110 lhe Iast cbapler of Silverman,
Male S"b~ctivily at the MargilU. "A Woman's Sou! Eac:Joscd in a Man's Body: Feminini\)' in Male
HomoIeltuaJity" (339-388)...iùch maJœs dense )'Cl provocalÎve use of Bersani's lcXl.
:!œsba,iro SB.
209aanning 62-
21°As Banning bas argued: "Auto-erilique such as Ibis, targelCd 10 one', own COIDIDuni\)'. is indeed
c:ouraaeous. and, llbink, one of lhe film's S1I'CDglbs" (61).
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ln his song "Positive. " George effects a semantic shift. employing a term that has

become a central motif in the lives of gay men ("positive" as a marker of sero-status) to

offer a hermeneutics of suffering (without recourse to the subject as "victim") and to

underscore how very linle "we" "know" "about" "AlOS: moving away from the singular

signification of "positive" as indicative of sero-status. and as death-sentence. to highlight

the multivalence of signification of AlOS discourse. and the very "real" effect of these

discourses on individual subjectivity. While George sings in the shower. he is repeatedly

intercut in a scene where he is teaching his French c\ass to conjugate for the verb "savoir"

(to know); in the process, George also teaches us that the definitions and categories that

have been cemented in the discursive formation of the epidemic provide liule comfort for

those who are suffering as a consequence of the essential "unknowability of AlOS." an

unknowability that is frightening but which bath George and Zero Patience emphatically

embrace. These lines serve as the resounding refrain for the entirc impetus of the li\m. and

for the !cinds of resistances necessary in the face of the ever.expanding social and cultural

landscape ofAlOS:

(Kids): 1 know 1know 1 know that 1 don't know. (George): 1 want
to know. (K): Je sais je sais je sais que je ne sais pas. (G): Je veux
savoir. She says the drug is a !ciller. He says it's a wonderful cure.
They ail say they're certainly certain. And ( say nothing's for sure.
She says ( can stay healthy. He says ('m going to die in a year.
They're positive that l'm positive. So far that's ail that is c\ear.
They're positive that l'm positive. They're sure that these doubts are
a curse, l'm supposed to be certainly certain. Welll'm sure l'm
gening worse. ('m positive ('m here, l'm positive ( care, l'm
positive that there's nothîng to be sure of. l'm positive ('m positive
l'm positive l'm alive. l'm positive that ('m going to die ...
sometime.
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The crisis of engulfmenr can come from a wound. but also from a fusion: we

die togetherfrom loving each other

-·Roland Barthes



•
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CONClUSION:

RIOS. RIOS. GO RWRY.

COME RGRIN RN(OTHER) WRYI

On a recent train trip back to Montreal from Toronto. 1 was confronted by my

traveling companion in the seat beside me with the tenuous nature of gay identity in the

nineteen nineties. Wanting to chat to while away tbe time (something 1 generally dislike

having to do when traveling by train), my new friend seemed intent on getting to know

more about me than 1was in the mood to relate. After sorne casual introductory exchanges

and sorne unsolicited probing, 1 was asked by this complete stranger if 1 had a girlfriend

"waiting forme" back home in Montreal. To whicb 1 answered simply that 1 did not. Her

insistence that it was surprising and unfortunate that a young, intelligent man like myself

(as sbe described me) did not have a girlfriend ultimately necessitated that 1 tell her the

reason: "1 don't sleep witb women," 1 said. To which she responded approvingly, though

in husbed tones: "Oh, ya know, one of my best friends has 'the AlOS.' " Resentful that in

19951 was put in such a position to begin witb, that 1 had to "defend" my "position"

against ber presumption of beterosexuality (wbat about my "discursive privacy"?), and

distraugbt with my own inhibitions and besitations about making sucb a declaration to

someone 1did not know,1 became increasingly angered by this woman's response. It was

as if! badjust "confessed" not that 1 am gay but that 1 am dying of AlOS. My somewhat

evasive intimation of my sexuality (ni don't sleep with women") was greeted with a

sympathetic ear. vis-à·vis the identifactory relationship 1elicited for this woman with her

friend who bas "the AlOS. ft a gesture. no doubt, in good faith in this woman's mind, but

which raised many problems for me.

Another scenario: Recently. my father took out an extension on my life insuraDce

policy. He mailed me the forms so that 1could sign on the dotted line. Everything else had

already been filled out, including the section asking if the applicant (me) bas ever tested
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positive for the "AlOS virus." My father took the liberty of completing this section without

first consulting me, inscribing a definitive "X" in the box marked "NO." This despite the

fact that 1have never discussed my HIV status in particular or AlOS in general with my

father. Why,l ask myself, was 150 angered by my father's response? What did 1 think had

been taken away from me by such a gesture? Certainly 1 could not have been demanding

my "right" to be HIV positive? Nor, 1 thought. could 1 be desirous of having my father

assume 1am infectedjust because 1 am gay? But perhaps 1 was? U1timately,1 think what

angered me was my father's presumption of "innocence" as a result of his lack of

knowledge and understanding of me and my life in general (the father-son rift) that goes

much, much deeper than the issue of AlOS. which is not to deny, however, that AlOS is

what prompted my concem here in the first place.

These seemingly small and insignificant personal scenarios highlight two of the

central tensions 1have attempted to address in the preceding pages: (1) the continuai and

uncritical collapsing of distinction between homosexuality and AlOS. and (2) the

paradoxical nature by which we as a culture are proliferating the discourses of AlOS yet

continuing to exploit it as "the secret." Like the EverReady bunny. this present project

could keep going and going and going. 1 cannot pick up the newspaper or tum on the

television without reading or hearing about AlOS, and 1cannot resist the impulse to "do

5Omething" with these cultural texts. And yet. "the AlOS" is still whispered in public for

fearofthe reprisai orthe uncertain glances of the other passengers on the train ... or the

patrons in the restaurant ... or the shoppers in the mail ... or the grandparents in the

public park ... or wherever others happen to be. And yet, though a man like my father

who reads the paper everyday and who believes that NewsWorld and CNN are the only

programs on television worth watcbing-and would. therefore. have repeated exposure to

the discourses of AIOS-it would never occur to bim nor could he muster the courage to

ask bis sexually active twenty six year old son if he bas ever been tested for HIV. And



•

•

conclusion 125

neither could 1 muster the courage to challenge him to assess why 1 might find his

uniformed dec1aration ofmy HlV status problematic and unsenling.

What 1 am suggesting here is that there exists both strategie silences and

unconscious semantic interventions in our social. cultural. and personal responses to the

reality of AlOS in our current episteme. and that this paradoxical tension (silence versus

speech as co-participants in the communicative process) brings us to the very limits of

language. of discourse. There are sorne things that just cannot be accounted for, things

which necessarily exceed and escape the text.

Pain. for instance. As Elaine Scarry has written. "pain resists verbal

objectification."211 So too with AlOS. which is always already indissolubly bound to an

economy of pain. That the threshold of language is reached when the body is in pain marks

the inberent limitations of a political project spoken through the axioms of cultural theory.

The strategie silences surrounding AlOS on a personal level. like my father's

resistance in asking me about HlV. and my inability to break that silence; or the strategie

silences surrounding AlOS on a culturallevel.like the popular configurations of dis-ease in

spaces like the "tainted blood scandai" and films like Philadelphia and Forres/ Gump.

which.I argued. strategically displace "other" investments and concems in need of address

in this epidemic-these signifying practices and the critiques 1broached were enabled in no

small part because 1chose to ignore the question of pain (what of the fact that Philadelphia

made me cry?). Similar!y. those unconscious semantic interventions surrounding AlOS on

a persona1level.like the slippage between AlOS and/as homosexuality exemplified by my

traveling companion's comments; or the unconscious semantic interventions surrounding

AlOS on a culturallevel. those mechanisms that (perhaps unwittingly) facilitate the

recuperation of dominant value systems·-these were analyzed within the framework of

discursive formation. without recourse to a consideration of bodies in pain that might aise

in part facilitate these utterances.

211Scarry. The Bcdy in Pain: The Making and UIIIIIQ/cing OlIM World 12.
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How we as subjecLS negotiate the reality (sans quotation marks) of AlOS in our

day-to-day sexuallives can only he accounted for inpan by political and cultural theory.

There is so much more that escapes the text. It remains up to each of us as individual

subjects both within discourse and in the world to confront the acid terrors AlOS has

offered us as sexual beings in the economy of exchange. Oiscourse could never fully or

adequately accomplish that task.

To paraphrase Roland Barthes's A Lover's Discourse: the crisis that is AlOS is

indeed a wound. but it can a1so he a fusion: "we die together from loving each other."
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Ali discourse thaJ remains discourse ends in boring man

-AJexanderKojeve

conclusion 127
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