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RESEARCH QUESTION

- How did the stigmatization of HIV/AIDS as a gay, predominantly white 
man’s disease impact women?

- What did women have to do to combat the erasure of their initial 
surveillance in the epidemic?

- How were the experiences of black women different from those of their 
white counterparts?



STATE of HIV in U.S

CDC. Diagnoses of HIV infection in the United States and dependent areas, 2020. HIV Surveillance Report 2021;32.

HIV 
Diagnoses 
by Region, 

2020

https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/library/reports/hiv-surveillance/vol-32/index.html


STATE of HIV IN WOMEN

HIV Diagnoses Among Women & Girls and U.S. 
Female Population, by Race/Ethnicity, 2018

HIV Diagnoses Among Women & Girls and U.S. 
Female Population, by Age and Transmission 

Category, 2018



- Classification of AIDS as:
“Gay Plague” ; “Gay Cancer”
“GRID- Gay Related Immune Deficiency”

- Public Label of AIDS being a predominately gay 
white man’s disease insinuated everyone else not 
in that group is ‘safe’. 

- “The issue of greatest concern to the stigmatized 
individual is acceptance” (Florom-Smith & De Santis, 
2012).

- Homosexuality and hypersexuality were referred 
to as and persisted to be  the roots of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

STIGMA
Our Own – VA 
1981

People of Color 
Against AIDS, 1990s



FINDINGS



EVOLUTION OF CDC DEFINITION

Inclusion:

Exclusion:
- 1981: First instance of AIDS called Pneumocystis 

Pneumonia
- 1982: CDC issued their first version of the definition of 

AIDS, solely related to male symptoms

- 1993: CDC expanding people at risk to 
include women and people of color

- Addition of bacterial pneumonia, 
tuberculosis, and stage III cervical 
cancer as symptoms 



CONCEPT OF VIRTUE

- Criminalization of a women’s health status:
- Inability to negotiate condom use
- Beaten if they question male partner
- Blamed if seeking medical advice or testing

- Women could only be either  wives, innocent, 
heterosexual, monogamous or “vectors of disease” (Corea, 
1992)

- The Taboo nature of sexuality



WOMEN’S ERASURE

- Prostitutes and female IV drug users were the 
first women to be mentioned and blamed for 
HIV/AIDS. 

- “The Prostitute Study” , San Francisco 1985

False Sense of Security:

- Trapped women in a dangerous narrative 
- heterosexual and virtuous = safe

Selection of Women:



WOMEN’S ERASURE

Public Exclusion: 

- 1983: Dr. Judith Cohen, epidemiologist for School 
of Public Health in Berkeley, CA, was told "studying 
AIDS in women was a waste of time" (Corea, 1992).

- December 1985: CDC advice women to delay 
pregnancy to avoid fetus transmission

- January 1988: Robert Gould’s remarks in Cosmo 
magazine to the high infection rates within African men 
“take their women in a brutal way" (Gould 1988, 147).



“There is hardly any danger of 
contracting AIDS through 

ordinary sexual intercourse.”

HEADLINES -1988

Cosmopolitan Ebony
” …the impact of the deadly 
virus on women, particularly 

Black women, is indisputable."



BLACK WOMEN

- AIDS was never a disease impacted just gay 
white men, it impacted the black community 
and women. 

- Katrina Haslip: founder of AIDS Counseling 
and Education (ACE) and member of ACTUP

- “ACT UP’s success simply would not 
have been possible without women 
like her” (Alder, 2022). 

- She touched the lives of HIV-positive women 
by  leading the charge for the CDC to 
reclassify AIDS.



THE DISPROPORTION EFFECTS

Society’s Claim

- Hypersexualization of the black community, especially women
- Bisexual closeted men
- Increased drug use

Social Inequities 

- Growing disparity in healthcare access, employment, & housing
- Lack of leadership and organizational resources
- Historic medical and governmental mistrust 
- Immediate racial association with disease
- “Low level of knowledge about the prevalence of AIDS among African 

Americans" (Quinn, 1993)



Further Erasure of Black Women

- 1983 CDC Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report depicts the 
disproportionate effect of AIDS/HIV on the black community:

- 10-12% of the population made up nearly 20% of 
AIDS/HIV cases (Cohen, 199) 

- In 2021: Black women account for 60% of HIV infections yet made up 
15% of the female population. (Ojikutu & Mayer, 2021)



GAINING RECOGNITION

- Black women upheld the role to uplift and lead their 
community with what is referred to as "black activist 
mothering” (McLane-Davison, 2016).

- Black women activists combined with the assistance of 
other organizations and black civil rights movements to 
advance the cause.

- The lack of overall public AIDS education "seemed to 
illustrate the predicament of politically voiceless women 
depending on others who were more organized, better 
connected, and financially endowed" (Quimby & Samuel, 1989).



ACT UP

- The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power is a global grassroots 
political organization dedicated to eradicating the AIDS 
pandemic. 

- Achievements: 
- Persuaded FDA to alter drug approval process to make 

them accessible

- 4 year campaign to change CDC definition of AIDS to 
symptoms that affected only women. 

- Enabled women to participate in experimental drug 
trials



QUESTIONS?
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