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ABSTRACT
AIDS FICTION: A DECADE OF REFLECTION AND CLARIFICATION
By
Cherelyn Bush

Recent writing by gay men in the United States about
their experience with AIDS has received popular and critical
attention. Minimal critical examination has been done on the
primary literature of the AIDS epidemic. The primary
literature is derived from gay writings, as that is the
community with the foremost authentic AIDS voices. This
study examines representative authors, Paul Reed, David
Feinberg and Christopher Coe, to determine the alterations
in the discourse over the first literary decade of AIDS
fiction, 1984 to 1994. This study positions AIDS fiction as
pivotal in the creation of the AIDS discourse and an AIDS
culture.

The earliest construction of an "AIDS community" was
developed by a panicked media and medical profession. As
factual information was received and research progressed, we
entered an era of crisis control. The most recent era for
the AIDS community is the complacent era in which the
information disseminated has not affected the population as
anticipated. These eras are represented in AIDS fiction and
the discourse created allows for an examination of qualities
which are reflected in the texts. The categories of analysis

I created are only part of a greater AIDS community
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dialogue.

AIDS fiction allows for an examination of the support
structures available, the medical description of AIDS
symptomology, the representation of optimism and the
increased sophistication in the description of AIDS. While
the first wave of AIDS writing characterized AIDS deaths as
a public event and the second wave allowed for testimonials
and narratives, current AIDS writings promote a historical
consciousness that encourages the reader to practice
compassion, understanding and awareness of the danger of
complacency.

AIDS fiction is not about a loss of hope, but the
creation of a new community that functions powerfully in the
face of a personal holocaust. AIDS fiction demonstrates that
PWAs continue to live meaningful lives. AIDS fiction
reflects the growth in the knowledge base of the greater

community and also allows for clarification and insight.
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Chapter I. AIDS Literature and American Culture

I. Defining the Central Question and the Problem

I have been an avid reader of contemporary literature
throughout my lifetime and remember reading my first AIDS
novel in 1988. That novel was Alice Hoffman’s At Rigk. I
like Alice Hoffman and I became curious about what other
authors were writing novels that thematically featured AIDS
in some way. There did not seem to be many ways to pinpoint
an "AIDS novel" from any other kind of fiction until the
early 1990's, when critics began compiling bibliographies
that stipulated what was an "AIDS" novel. Many of these
early novels came from the authors living and writing in and
about the gay community.

In the critical text, AIDS: The Literary Response,
Emmanuel Nelson describes AIDS texts as

...works which offer broad perspectives that are

of some value in locating literary texts about

AIDS in their medical, historical, political and

cultural contexts. (219)

Lee Edelman discusses the difficulties of denoting what
defines AIDS in American culture in his article, "The Mirror

and the Tank." He ndtes that:
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"AIDS," then, can be figured as a crisis in--and hence

an opportunity for--the social shaping or articulation

of subjectivities because, in part, the historical
context within which "AIDS" in the West achieved its

"identity" allowed it to be presented as a syndrome

distinctively engaging identity as an issue. (12)

AIDS literature and AIDS fiction does illustrate that AIDS
creates an identity for the character who has the virus. The
fiction of AIDS has "AIDS" as the central theme, or at least
as a major thematic issue in the text. AIDS is not
peripheral to the action in the novel or to the major
characterizations, but is a foremost characteristic. This is
a basic distinction which separates literature that mentions
AIDS in passing from literature which makes AIDS a central
focus of the text. This is AIDS fiction.

As I began reading more AIDS fiction I found that AIDS
fiction was intriguing, entertaining and moving. I began
thinking about the authors, their lives and commitments as
writers and voices for their communities and I wondered if
AIDS novels were not an appropriate format for analysis and
evaluation of cultural trends. Did these novels reflect
changes in our society over the time since the inception of
AIDS into our consciousness to the present? This question
compelled me into an extensive reading of AIDS novels and
AIDS theory and criticism.

Gerald Graff describes how literary works detail

propositions about real life in his article, "Literature as
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3
Assertions." He states that literary theorists will continue
to disagree about what kind of statements are made, but
that:

one important use of such discourse is to assert

'‘messages’ which ask to be taken seriously as

statements about real states of affairs. (82)

There are important assertions made in the fiction of
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, hereafter referred to
as "AIDS" fiction. These assertions, which relay messages
about the AIDS culture and community, have changed over the
time period in which AIDS literature has been produced. I'm
interested in what the fiction of AIDS tells us about
American culture and how AIDS is portrayed in contemporary
fiction.

I have read many AIDS novels in the last five years and
I wonder about their ability to create and sustain an AIDS
discourse. The novels do contain greater or lesser amounts
of technical, social and psychological information about
AIDS and the AIDS culture. These texts have the potential to
be part of an AIDS discourse, and I have also contemplated
the intent of the author in creating these novels. The
questions I explore in this study are the following:

1. What is the relationship between the state of
knowledge of AIDS and the texts that are written?

2. What is the author’s intent in writing the

literature?
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3. Does the author attempt to create literature that
reflects the cultural changes that are taking place?

4. Does the author attempt to create literature that
informs and changes the reader and changes cultural
understanding?

5. Does AIDS fiction invite the reader to engage with
the text in an aesthetic and efferent manner simultaneously?
These significant questions are ones that I will attempt to
explore in reviewing AIDS texts, acknowledging that they are
not answerable in definitive terms. These questions beg to
be evaluated and yet definitive answers may not exist.

The portrayal of AIDS has altered in significant ways
during the last decade. AIDS has affected American culture
and is now a part of the American fictional landscape. Much
contemporary literature reflects the society in which we
reside and in that sense it also creates a separate reality.
A review of articles on AIDS fiction illustrates a vast
number of perspectives and viewpoints of AIDS literature in
our culture. I will attempt to analyze specific qualities in
AIDS fiction as presented over a ten year time span. My
attempt at examining static qualities in varied works of
fiction over time will perhaps reveal the evolution of
change in AIDS perception, both on the part of the author
and in the greater culture.

Tim Edwards discusses the ten year time span as the
creation of an AIDS dialectic in his text, Erotics and

Politicg. He first heard of AIDS in 1983 and he describes
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the social consciousness that developed for him as a young
gay man:

The impact of such an epidemic is perhaps most

simply explained in psychological terms of shock,

denial, anger and grief...This move from a

community devastated and shocked to a community

consolidated and activated has happened at

colossal speed, dizzyingly quickly, and one of the

difficulties lies in trying to analyze this

process slowly with due care and attention to

detail. (123)
Edwards is an AIDS theorist who has carefully created a
timeframe for AIDS awareness in American and northern
European cultures. He discusses AIDS fiction in his text
and acknowledges that an AIDS text demands a great deal from
the reader because

It is the symbolic meaning attached to AIDS which

accounts for its significance: its juxtaposing and

explosion of sex and death, of homosexuality and

promiscuity, of intravenous drug use and racial/ethnic

variation. AIDS can be seen to mean everything

concerning life and death, from eros to thanatos. (124)
Edwards has pinpointed why AIDS fiction is significant in
our culture; the complexity of its symbolic, socio-cultural
and political meanings constructs an important discourse
that is evident in our lives on a daily basis. Those living

in this American culture are inundated with AIDS
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6
information. One cannot pick up a newspaper, magazine or
turn on the nightly news without some accounting of an AIDS-
related issue. It might be a commercial developed by the
Department of Health and Human Welfare but it will flash on
the screen for ten seconds and become a part of
consciousness.

The images of AIDS surround our lives and are
constantly changing and evolving. The language of AIDS also
is evolving such that "AIDS" has a place in contemporary
dictionaries. There is much that is assumed about AIDS, such
as its being only sexually transmitted, but hundreds of
hemophiliacs will refute that misconception. AIDS is a part
of American culture and it is important to evaluate AIDS
fiction and AIDS representation. AIDS fiction is a part of
the AIDS discourse, created by many knowledgeable authors.

Ken Plummer writes about the discourse of AIDS in his
essay "Organizing AIDS":

Social life is organized through language, a great deal

of which is political. It serves as a cloak which

captures minds and organizes the way the world is seen.

And since, as Kenneth Burke once remarked, ’‘every way

of seeing is a way of not seeing,’ it matters hugely

what language we use to make sense of AIDS. Imagine
what AIDS could be like if the meanings surrounding it
were more positive. If there was no stigma attached, if

it wasn’t termed a ’'killer disease,’ if it wasn’t the
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‘gay plague,’ if it wasn’t ’‘caused by sexual
promiscuity.’ The suffering of people with AIDS is
compounded by symbols. (40)

All of these issues make AIDS fiction challenging to
evaluate because there are several different communities
creating AIDS discourse and each community might have a
specific agenda. I will evaluate the discourse of the gay
AIDS community, which is the community with the longest
history of involvement with the virus. There is a body of
texts produced by this community which is ample for study.

I will evaluate AIDS literature over the decade between
1984 and 1994. It makes sense to evaluate AIDS texts over
time to allow the texts to reveal cultural change. There are
changes evident in AIDS fiction, from the earliest AIDS
novel in 1984 to a more recent 1994 publication. To assess
the cultural change evident in these texts, I have chosen
four categories to evaluate:

1. The description of the disease, AIDS and AIDS symptoms.

2. The description of support structures available to the

person with AIDS (PWA) .

3. The representation of hope or optimism in the face of a

devastating illness.

4. The increasing level of sophistication and complexity in

the writing and representation of the disease, in the

description of AIDS and AIDS symptoms.

The first category allows me to look directly at the

language used to describe AIDS symptoms and illness to see
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8
if changes evidenced over time indicate a greater cultural
understanding of the AIDS virus and symptomology.

The second category looks at the development of support
structures for PWA’s to see if this category shows the
governmental, medical and technological advances made in
caring for PWA’s while it chronicles the development of
grass roots organizations. Familial and love relationships
will also be examined in this category.

In the third category, I will review the earliest AIDS
trope, "AIDS=death," which is a decidedly depressing
reality. Statistics indicate that many individuals are
living over a decade with the HIV virus so AIDS no longer
automatically means death. Current AIDS fiction might detail
the lives of individuals with AIDS and the change in the
emphasis on their "living" rather than their deaths.

The fourth category will allow me to examine if there
is increased complexity and sophistication in the
description that is illustrated in the first three
categories. This might reflect an increased knowledge base
and understanding of the AIDS culture in America.

The use of these four categories to evaluate texts over
time could suggest some intriguing findings about the impact

of AIDS on American culture.

II. Larger Issues about AIDS in American Culture and the
Representation of AIDS Issues in Fiction

A. The "AIDS-changed World."
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John Clum describes a variety of mediums (TV, novels,
film) which exhibit the changes AIDS creates over time. In
his essay, "Once I Had It All," he states:

HIV is not only an invasion of one loving couple, one

household, or of a gay culture; it is an invasion of

the American dream itself. (210)
Clum is accurate in describing AIDS as an "invasion of the
American dream." This description highlights the impact of
AIDS on American culture and is a reminder that in the
preceding fifteen years, AIDS has altered American culture
in previously unimaginable ways. The impact of AIDS over
time is demonstrated in representative texts that allow for
a new way of seeing illness in our culture.

The changes apparent over time in AIDS fiction provide
what Clum describes as an AIDS-changed world:

...the days before AIDS was heaven. The AIDS-changed

world is one of fear, debilitating illness, loss,

anger, action--and nostalgia. (207)
Reviewing AIDS fiction over time does allow one to evaluate
different eras in "AIDS consciousness." The descriptions of
AIDS awareness and the impact on American culture can be
clearly delineated and defined. Clum is describing the
earliest AIDS fiction which was primarily fiction of loss
and grief. Those nostalgic works were powerful testimonies
to the brave spirit of PWA’s and their c¢aretakers. Clum also
notes that "anger and action" are a part of AIDS fiction and

those qualities exist in a specific era of AIDS fiction.
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B. The "before and after" Representation

One of the considerations in AIDS fiction which Clum
describes is the "before and after" quality of some texts.
Admittedly, there was an era of prosperity, good health and
political freedom in the gay community prior to the advent
of AIDS. In a historical context, the era of AIDS
development, or the 1970’s was one of the most socially,
politically and sexually heightened eras since 1900. The
"Free yourself!" cry of the 1960’'s combined with mandated
equal opportunity and an increase in personal income and
recreational time produced widely varied "pursuits of
happiness." Gay men had a wide spectrum of choices which had
previously not existed for them. The gay subculture was soO
powerfully vivid that it frequently crossed over into the
heterosexual realm, with fashion, recreation and politics
being at the forefront.

Much of the music, fashion, dance crazes and "out-of-
the-closet" attitudes were first exhibited within the gay
community and were accepted and developed more extensively
in the general population. The gay subculture has
contributed a great deal to the American culture. The
politics of gay rights fit in neatly with the issues of
minorities and women’s rights and in some cities gays (or
same-sgsex partners) have secured the same legal rights as

married or cohabitating heterosexual couples.



blitz
belief
home e
MTV. C
much i:
bomkarc
C:
and a‘t
retriev
in the ]
Older g
Stonewa
that rec
The
The
bes
Pas

bat;

Tim
in hig te
delineati:
He Seeg £



11

Technological developments have created a massive media
blitz of information for public consumption. Individual
beliefs, actions and feelings are brought into the American
home every night on the evening news, or in magazine form or
MTV. On a daily basis our homes and minds are filled with so
much information that it became inevitable that we are also
bombarded with information about AIDS.

Clum believes that AIDS fiction often defines a "before
and after" sensibility: a way of either rejecting,
retrieving or affirming the past (pre-AIDS) while surviving
in the present. He does not see much of a future for the
older gay community that lost many of its early post-
Stonewall members to AIDS-related deaths, but he does note
that recent AIDS fiction calls for personal activism:

There is no more need for depictions of loss and grief.

There is no longer time for nostalgia, for the "time

before the war," which is receding farther into the

past... AIDS fiction of the 1990’'s will be a record of

battles waged... (221)

C. The Time Eras of AIDS Awareness

Tim Edwards neatly categorizes the time periods of AIDS
in his text, Erotics and Politics. This is his model for
delineating the historical development of the AIDS epidemic.
He sees four stages:

S8ilent Spread (Pre-1981)
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The epidemic spreads silently through specific populations
without demonstrating symptoms systematically and without
diagnosis. Early symptoms were easily confused with routine
sexually transmitted diseases. Due to the discovery of the
potentially very long time required for development of
symptoms, the AIDS epidemic is assumed to have spread

primarily "silently" throughout the 1970’s or even earlier.

Panic (approximately 1981-1986)

A second phase developed as symptomatic patients started to
appear in hospitals and in particular, people started dying
without medical explanation. GRID (Gay Related Immune
Deficiency) was one of the earliest diagnosis as many of the
early patients were sexually active gay men. Media hysteria
and discrimination ensued as cases came to light and
misleading causes and outcomes were created, including the
metaphor of the "gay plague." Patients were mistreated,
AIDS-afflicted tenants evicted and there was an overall

increase in violence against the gay community.

Crisis Control (1986 to the present)

This phase was created as AIDS causes were clarified and
risk categories shifted into "risky behaviors." The slow
involvement of the government in funding health education
was central in the process. This phase is still in evidence
today as health education dominates local and governmental

agendas.
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Complacency (1988 - present)
This phase developed as information overload developed and
it became evident that the information disseminated had
failed to penetrate the practices of the population as a
whole. The spread and development of the epidemic appears
less significant and many people assume they are immune, and
that AIDS is merely a moral or media panic.

Edwards has provided valid time categorizations in
which to evaluate cultural change. He provides a brief
description of some facets of change created by the
development of an AIDS culture for each era. Using
representative texts from these different time categories
allows for an assessment of the accuracy of his categorical
distinctions.

There are novels which serve as a representative novels
for each one of Edwards’s eras, or time periods. For
example, an AIDS novel written in the pre-1981 time period
or about the pre-1981 time period could exhibit
characteristics that Edwards describes, in addition to
having a variety of other qualities. David Feinberg’s novel,
Eighty-Sixed, published in 1989, describes in a historically
accurate manner the S8ilent Spread era as detailed by
Edwards. Paul Reed’s novel, Facing It, published in 1984,
describes many of the qualities attributed to Edwards’s
Panic era. Part Two of Feinberg’s Eighty-Sixed also

describes with accuracy Edwards’s Crisis Control era, in
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which it was published. Many contemporary novels could serve
to represent Edwards’s Complacency era, such as Christopher
Coe’s Such Times or Christopher Bram’s In Memory of Angel
Clare. I will describe fully the choosing of representative
novels in Chapter Two.

In addition to reviewing the texts for evidence of
Edwards’s time frame qualities, I will evaluate the four
categories which I have previously described. Edwards’s
categories are unique and in reviewing other authors I have
not found an assessment which uses his categories as a time
framework. Other authors have similarities in creating their
own time frames for AIDS awareness. One such author is
William Leap, who describes the way that AIDS has been
talked about in the last decade in his article, "Language
and AIDS." Leap uses a chronology which begins with "GRID"
(Gay Related Immune Deficiency) and moves through other
referents until he notes that "AIDS" is used as a noun:

No wonder, then, that so many different paraphrases

have become a part of "ordinary English" in recent

years... (156)

Edwards’s descriptive delineations for the characteristics
of the eras of AIDS awareness cover a broad range of
sociocultural, medical and political, in addition to
linguistic categories. Because Edwards’s chronology is so
well-defined and broad, not limited to merely linguistic or
political or sexual qualities, but combining evidence of the

impact of AIDS on the greater culture, I have chosen
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Edwards’s suggested AIDS time frame to use as the time

parameter for selecting AIDS fiction.

II. A Review of Reader-Response Theory

A. Reader-Response in AIDS Fiction

Gerald Graff describes the transactional process of
reading and states that readers engage with texts on a
variety of levels. It is important to recognize the power of
fiction in creating a new reality for the reader and to give
credence to this significant point:

Readers, for their part, can scarcely help formulating

assertions in the form of thematic propositions, in

making sense of literary works...(105).

Readers come to the text with expectations and learn
from the text while they are interacting with the text. The
authors of the AIDS culture offer the most comprehensive and
comprehensible information to their audience. The texts are
written to engage and enlighten and I wonder if they also
reflect an increased knowledge base in American culture.

Alan C. Purves and Richard Beach have studied the
response of the reader to literature. In their classic text,
Li I i the Reader: I hoin I
Li Readi I i the Teachi £ Li I
they indicate that adults read for meaning. The adult reader
who is reading for meaning is engaging in a transactional

process and they state:
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...we know that a work of literature can have a

profound effect on the beliefs and even upon the

emotional life of the individual. (177-178)

Michael Denneny believes that fiction in particular
allows people to exist simultaneously in a variety of
worlds. He notes:

...we can bridge these distances by the active power of

the imagination, that power, as Hannah Arent used to

say, that makes present which is absent, that makes
near which is far, that power which is the root and

source of all human understanding. (52)

Denneny is discussing a transactional model of reading
which allows one to develop a relationship with the text. An
earlier theorist. of the transactional model of reading was
Louise Rosenblatt. In her text, The Reader, the Text, the
Poem The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work. She

describes the reading process:
In broadest terms, then, the basic paradigm of the
reading process consists in the response to cues; the
adoption of an efferent or aesthetic stance; the
development of a tentative framework or guiding
principle of organization; the arousal of
expectations that influence the selection and synthesis
of further responses; the fulfillment or reinforcement
of expectations, or their frustration, sometimes
leading to the revision of the framework, and

sometimes, if necessary, to rereading; the arousal
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of further expectations; until, if all goes well, with
the completed decoding of the text, the final synthesis
or organization is achieved. (54)
Rosenblatt describes an interaction between the reader and
the text that is complex, yet also simple. She notes that
the reader’s expectations and past experience are important
and that readers do take a different stance in approaching
different kinds of literature. She notes that:
As with all texts, the reader must bring more than a
literal understanding of the individual words. He must
bring a whole body of cultural assumptions, practical
knowledge, awareness of literary conventions, readiness
to think and feel. These provide the basis for weaving
a meaningful structure around the clues offered by the
verbal symbols. (88)
Rosenblatt suggests that the reader attempts to understand
the literary work as an "organized whole." Texts are
composed of "strata", or layers of meaning, or norms;
The "world" which the reader brings to the text will
affect what he makes of all the so-called strata. (108)
Rosenblatt encourages reading theorists to "free ourselves
from the obsession with a single correct reading, (118)" and
to allow for new readings of texts that are dynamic.
Rosenblatt provides a framework for an understanding of
how a reader might take a stance with a text, including an
AIDS text. AIDS fiction presents possibilities for both an

efferent and aesthetic stance and the reader will have a
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tentative framework of background knowledge about AIDS in
beginning the novel. The novel might arouse expectations
which will create further responses which will reinforce, or
clarify and fulfill expectations while leading to the
revision of the framework, perhaps by introducing
information somewhat outside of the background knowledge.
This allows for arousal of further expectations and
eventually the final synthesis is achieved.

Rosenblatt implies that rarely does one read strictly
in only an "either-or" manner, engaging in only an efferent
or aesthetic stance. She describes how a mathematician will
read his written solution with an initially efferent stance
but can pause, and admire the elegance of the mathematical
formula. In this instance which she describes, she
emphasizes that the reader is shifting between efferent and
aesthetic stances in the transactional process. She notes
that most readers make these continual and subtle shifts and
that this process is based on the reader’s action towards
the text, their attitudes and background knowledge.

AIDS fiction both provides background knowledge to the
average reader and also encourages additional growth and
framework revision by providing information outside of most
reader’'s framework. AIDS fiction can reflect the background
knowledge of the reader and allow for the creation of new
knowledge also.

AIDS fiction offers the reader the opportunity to

engage with the text in both an efferent and aesthetic
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manner. If considerable detailing is offered in AIDS texts,
more descriptive detailing than is readily available outside
of the AIDS community, then AIDS authors might be
encouraging an efferent reading stance. AIDS texts also
offer lifestyle characterizations and stylistic elements
that provide a pleasing aesthetic experience so the authors
create fiction that can be approached either way by the
reader.

Rosenblatt suggests that the reader is capable of
creating meaning from the clues offered by the verbal
symbols created by the author. The reader of an AIDS text
uses resources to fill in the gaps, to experience the text
as a stimulus to additional thinking and feeling. This
transactional process has been analyzed by other theorists.

Rosenblatt is discussed extensively in John Clifford’s

text. The Experience of Reading Louise Rosenblatt and
Reader-Response Theory. Ann Berthoff’s chapter, "Democratic
Practice, Pragmatic Vistas: Louise Rosenblatt and the
Reader’s Response" discusses the meaning of transaction and
states:

Transaction, as Rosenblatt intends it, means that the

relationship between the reader and what is read is

not dyadic, like stimulus-response, but is mediated

by what he brings to what he reads, by what he

presupposes and conjectures and concludes about what is

being said and what it might mean... (79)
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The reader of an AIDS text does bring their experience and
background to the reading of the text and reads perhaps for
aesthetic desire, or what Rosenblatt describes as, "...what
he is living through during his relationship with that
particular text" (25). The "final synthesis" that the reader
arrives at might appear to have developed from an efferent
interaction however. For if the reader is aware of "what he
will carry away from the reading" (Rosenblatt 24), then he
has achieved the continuum which she sees as being the
hallmark of transactional reading:

Actually, no hard-and-fast line separates efferent--

scientific or expository--reading on the one hand from

aesthetic reading on the other. It is more accurate to

think of a continuum, a series of gradations between

the nonaesthetic and theaesthetic extremes. (35)

Michael Denneny discusses the developing interest in
gay/AIDS literature and highlights the interest of the
reader as being what Rosenblatt would refer to as "efferent
and aesthetic." He suggests that the developing interest of
these readers could mirror cultural changes evident in
American society. These changes could indicate that readers
are willing to experiment with literature outside of their
realm of direct experience, and perhaps are seeking
information about the gay/AIDS lifestyle. This might suggest
a efferent reading stance on the part of that reader and

another reader might be seeking what Rosenblatt refers to as
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"the associations, feelings, attitudes and ideas that these
words and their referents arouse within him" (25). This slow,
but developing interest in gay literature could suggest a
developing interest in the gay and AIDS community and that
this interest is more commonplace in American society than
it was a decade ago. Perhaps the creation of AIDS texts by
authors also reflects the cultural changes which are slowly
occurring. AIDS texts encourage both an aesthetic and
efferent stance in the reader. Readers of AIDS fiction are
challenged and rewarded by the text because:

...the reader responds to the verbal stimuli

offered by the text, but at the same time he must

draw selectively on the resources of his own fund

of experiences and sensibility to provide and

organize the substance of his response. (Rosenblatt

43)

The notion of AIDS as being irretrievably linked to
death is slowly changing, primarily because of media figures
like Magic Johnson or Greg Louganis. The social context of
"living with AIDS" is being redefined. The AIDS texts being
written reflect this awakening cultural awareness. The
experience of the text mirrors the experience in the culture
and in the author’s community.

Michael Lynch qualifies this time period as "not
apocalypse now, but apocalypse from now on" (82). In his
article, "Terrors of Resurrection," he describes changes in

the decade of AIDS:
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How sensible folks seem then, when, they shift the

focus from death to chronic illness...from AIDS victims

to people living with AIDS...from revising wills to
demanding treatments. To the degree that we shift the
focus thus, we have shifted from the apocalyptic to the

potentially manageable. (82)

Lynch is describing the change in society which is a change
that can be recognized by the reader through a transactional
experience with the AIDS text. This is just one of many
recognitions that can be developed, reaffirmed or
recognized.

AIDS fiction does demonstrate the shift from the
earliest time when very little was known about the virus to
the present, in which considerable advances have been made
in understanding transmission, containment and management of
the virus. Readers can obtain and review all of this through
their reading.

AIDS fiction might offer the reader an experience of
constructing increased knowledge of the AIDS community; that
AIDS community represented in the text which already might
reflect important cultural evolutionary change. This
intricate process of transaction, of the reader reading into
what the text reflects about the changed society suggests
that these novels might be important cultural documents:

purveyors of an altered and ever-altering discourse.

B. The Adult Reader of AIDS Fiction
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J.A. Appleyard devotes an entire text to her analysis
of how children and adults become readers. She examines
several reading theories from her own research and analysis
of other research projects. In her book, Becoming A Reader,
she provides chronological stages of development:

In dynamic involvement with the text, the reader

continually focuses and refocuses expectations and

memories, building more consistent and meaningful

connections as the interacting structures of the text

are traversed from beginning to end. (7)
She sees adults as "pragmatic readers," who might choose to
read for escape, to experience a new challenge,
gratification, or to learn something new and determine the
truth of it. She notes that "the reader not only actualizes
the story but completes it"(19) and in a fuller description
of the adult reader she notes an important point:

...adult readers choose to read and are very much aware

of how voluntary their reading is. They choose reading

over other activities that claim their time...

Consciousness of their own motives and responses may be

the one truly distinctive mark of adult readers,

whatever their age. (164)

Appleyard sees adult readers as seekers of truth and
acknowledges that such a search can take different forms.
She paints the positive side of this search not as

fanaticism for "one truth" but:
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the determined quest to understand, to solve problems

and construct theories, to get to the bottom of things.

(173)
Perhaps this might explain why more people are reading AIDS
fiction; why the market for gay and lesbian fiction has
increased considerably in the 1990’s:

Despite continued homophobia in society, gay literature

flourished in the late 1970’s and throughout the

1980’s. This has continued in the early 1990’s: "400

gay and lesbian books were scheduled for publication in

the first three months of 1990 alone" (Koponen 13).
AIDS has been a part of American culture long enough that it
is obvious it will not simply "fade away." Are the
purchasers and readers of AIDS novels choosing to read about
and understand AIDS more fully? According to current
National Association of People with AIDS studies, AIDS is
now the number one cause of death in individuals aged 25-44
(Templeton 1) and authors of AIDS texts have perspective to
share with their interested audience. AIDS is becoming
integrated so thoroughly into the culture that it does
appear peripherally in many contemporary novels, though they
are not AIDS novels. Perhaps these references to AIDS
suggest that there is increasing acceptance and recognition
of AIDS in American culture.

Appleyard sees reading as both "efferent"-focusing
attention on what the words refer to, on what is taken away

from the reading and "aesthetic"-a focus on the experience
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the reader has during reading. She believes that the adult
search for truth lies closer to the "aesthetic" end as a way
of allowing the reader to "select and synthesize the ideas,
feelings, and images aroused by the work" (173). Appleyard
believes that the reading process is complex. She notes in
summation:

...reading a text, reading the text that is the world,

coming to understand how we appropriate our own

knowledge of text and world, and appropriating
ourselves by our choices are all related activities.

...this view of development helps us see what is at

stake in our humanity--The goal of development is to

appropriate ourselves fully, both as spiritual beings
oriented by an unrestricted desire to know and at the
same time as embodied spirits operating in and through

sensory and imaginable experiences and in and through a

cultural framework that centers our world in the

mysterious unknown that orients and scales our lives.

We appropriate ourselves not only by knowing, but by

acting. (187)

Appleyard suggests possible reasons for both the
writing and reading of AIDS fiction: not only to learn, or
to know, but to act. Perhaps the authors of AIDS novels are
reaching out to their readers. In their creation of a text
which illuminates and reflects cultural change they can also
attempt to enlighten by sharing the latest knowledge from

the AIDS community. This combination of reflecting what is
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commonly known and building new information would indicate
that significant transaction is taking place.

Perhaps the intent of AIDS fiction is to inform the
reader. AIDS authors do present an accurate portrayal of the
lives of individuals who have the AIDS virus. They create
texts that fully delineate the complex social and
psychological issues surrounding "having AIDS" and texts
written by HIV-positive authors are acutely perceptive.
Unquestionably, the fiction is created to provide an
aesthetic experience but that is not the only function that
it actually serves. It can be enjoyed, provide an escape or
an opportunity to learn something new, as Appleyard states,
and for the adult reader, a clarification of the lesser
known. It can inform the reader.

All fiction has the capacity to inform the reader and
AIDS fiction offers this to the reader because there is
continually developing information about AIDS in our
culture. The authors of AIDS fiction intend to inform their
audience whether it be humorously, as in David Feinberg’s
work, or with a historical overview, as in Christopher Coe’s
Such Times. AIDS fiction has more than a singular role. It
both enlightens and entertains, clarifies and delights and

does encourage the reader to engage on many levels.

III. Review of the Literature

A. AIDS Fiction and Authors, 1981-1986
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When I first started reading AIDS fiction there were no
bibliographies of AIDS texts. Today, several have been
published and undoubtedly more exist. The three
bibliographies I reviewed when I began reading more novels
to determine appropriate novels for evaluation are the
following:
Murphy, Timothy and Suzanne Poirier. HWriting AIDS.
Nelson, Emmanuel S. AIDS: The Literary Response.
Pastore, Judith. Confronting AIDS Through Literature.

These three critical texts offer extensive
bibliographies and it was from the combination of these that
I chose to read AIDS novels. I selected novels by
publication date to find novels that would fit into Timothy
Edwards’s AIDS eras. Very few novels that dealt extensively
with AIDS were published prior to 1986, two noteworthy
exceptions being Paul Reed’s Facing It and Armistead
Maupin’s Baby Cakes.

Early AIDS fiction was frequently produced by non-
infected individuals who had directly cared for sons or
lovers who died, according to Timothy Murphy in his essay,
"Testimony." Murphy notes that the authors were healthy but
had seen the devastation up close. Many of these early texts
were marginally fictionalized eulogies, such as Barbara
Peabody’s The Screaming Room, her tale of her son’s slow
death from AIDS-related complications.

Several of the bestselling AIDS novels were written by

individuals who had no firsthand knowledge of AIDS. In Roger
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Sutton’s interview with the author M.E. Kerr, whose young
adult novel Night Kiteg features a teenaged protagonist
whose older brother has AIDS, she states:

"I didn’t ever think that AIDS was going to last...

There was a boy in this town who came home with AIDS,

to die. The family always gave a big Christmas party,

and suddenly the caterers wouldn’t go; everybody was

terrified of this disease. I thought it was such a

" poignant story.."(27).

Kerr had no firsthand knowledge of the virus when creating
the text, which is also true of Alice Hoffman. Her novel, At
Rigsk is described by R.Z.Sheppard as a "one-hankie book" and
Hoffman has admitted that she had no firsthand experience
with AIDS when she wrote it. Joseph Dewey analyzes At Risk
in his essay, "Music For a Closing: Responses to AIDS in
three American Novels." He notes that Hoffman’s novel,
"forsaking the tensions caused by AIDS on the margins of
society to register the impact within the settled middle,
Hoffman sanitizes the epidemic, makes it reader-friendly"
(27) . He summarizes that the text is really not about AIDS
at all, but the resilience of an American family. He
concludes that At Rigk:

...does not focus on the isolation and anxieties the

disease has prompted within the gay community...

Hoffman’s narrative is, finally, unpleasantly

exploitative as it summons the images of the epidemic

without grappling with its essential definition. (29)
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I have not reviewed criticism which has stated that one
must have AIDS to write about it, but as Dewey suggests,
there is a strong belief in the gay community that to write
about AIDS and not include the issues of the gay community
is not accurate. According to John Weir, in his article,
"Blood Simple," CDC statistics continue to demonstrate that
gay men are the group with the highest infection rate, even
in 1995. The gay community has indisputably been decimated
and devastated by the virus, more so than any other
population in America, although infection rates are rising
rapidly in other communities and age groups.

In his article, "AIDS and the American Novel,"
Emmanuel Nelson suggests that gay authors are outraged that
a non-gay, non-infected author’s text received considerably
more publication kudos and was more frequently read and
reviewed than fiction written by a gay author or PWA. There
are questions about the accuracy of the portrayal of the PWA
and if these texts are adequately descriptive and
persuasive. Nelson makes this statement about gay authors:

Their response to AIDS, inevitably, is deeply personal.

AIDS to them is too real to be merely a metaphor. (48)

Early AIDS texts fit primarily into Timothy Edwards’s
Panic era, which chronicles the time period of 1981-1986.
Early AIDS texts did chronicle the usually rapid demise of a
PWA in this time period. Readers can see how the fictional
family and community lives with PWA’s and this can inform

their own knowledge about what they might do in a similar
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situation. M.E. Kerr’'s Night Kites, published in 1986,
offers the young adult and adult reader a mild
representation of the beginning of the AIDS infection in a
young man. Kerr admitted to Roger Sutton that she did not
even include information about condom use in her novel
because she did not believe that AIDS would continue to
spread. This novel offers a very basic version of AIDS in
1986, which contrasts significantly with a text from the gay
author Paul Reed. His novel, Facing It, published in 1984,
offers both information about condom use and technical
medical terminology, symptomology and treatment suggestions.
There were distinct differences in the texts of gay and
heterosexual writers in this time period, but there were
significant similarities also. Neither of these novels could
predict future AIDS issues, and that lack of knowledge

characterized the Panic era.

B. AIDS Fiction and Authors, 1987-present
A successful text like Alice Hoffman’s At Risk,
published in 1988, allows a less AIDS-aware reader a gentle
view of a young girl with AIDS. Her infection due to a blood
transfusion is tragic and also reminds the less AIDS-aware
reader that AIDS affects many different people. For this
reason alone, Hoffman’s book could said to be successful in

that it encourages that first step towards understanding and
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compassion towards a pre-teen inadvertently infected with
the virus.

In the article, "Suburban AIDS: Alice Hoffman’s At
Rigk," Judith Pastore asks the question, "Does At Risk
distort and betray the realities of AIDS?"(40). She is very
careful in her critique and allows how it is probably better
that Hoffman didn’t attempt to write outside "the kind of
suburban life her novels always depict"(41). She notes that
At Risk does little to combat homophobia or portray the gay
AIDS or IV-drug-using AIDS sufferers. She cites Hoffman’s
lack of current medical knowledge in her representation of
AIDS treatment, but admits that AIDS research causes
problems of topicality for any AIDS writer.

She does note that:

At Risk opens up the possibility for greater compassion

by first showing AIDS in the known and then shifting

briefly to the "Other" who even in an attenuated,
sanitized version still has the potential of enabling

people to make the necessary imaginative leap. (49)
This text fits into Tim Edwards’s Crisis Control era and it
does exhibit characteristics of that time period.

Lee Edelman delineates the kind of fear, or homophobic
constructions that exist in American culture in hié text,
Homographesis. He believes that Americans want to identify
AIDS as a gay disease to separate the "them and us." He

states:

...we might rather say that infection endlessly breeds
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sentences--sentences whose implication in a poisonous

history of homophobic constructions assures that no

matter what the explicit ideology they serve, they will
carry within them the virulent germ of the dominant

cultural discourse. (91)

Edelman is perhaps too critical of the dominant cultural
discourse. AIDS texts have the potential to impact on belief
systems of the readers and in doing so, could change the
discourse to one which accurately reflects the AIDS
community. The evolution evident in AIDS texts could
highlight changes in American culture and cultural
discourse.

AIDS texts blur the issue of separatism, the "them and
the us." AIDS fiction does not eliminate the recognition
that some individuals have the AIDS virus and some do not.
The message in many AIDS texts is that whether infected or
not, "we" are "them" and "they" are "us." AIDS texts
demonstrate that we are caretakers, husbands, wives,
children, lovers and teachers, doctors and lawyers as are
the PWA’'s. These texts invite the reader to contemplate a

world where all have equal voice.

C. The Language of AIDS Fiction

Paula Treichler evaluates the language of AIDS in her
article, "AIDS, Homophobia and Biomedical Discourse: An
Epidemic of Signification." She examines and cleanly

dissects several texts to expose the diverse and inaccurate
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conceptualizations of AIDS. She believes that much of the
intelligent and factual material has come from within the
AIDS community. This community has frequently contested the
assertions of the biomedical community. She states:

...what AIDS signifies must be democratically

determined: we cannot afford to let scientists or any

other group of ’‘experts’ dismiss our meaning as
misconceptions and our alternative views as noise which
interferes with the pure processes of scientific
inquiry. Rather, we need to insist that many voices
contribute to the construction of official
definitions--and specifically certain voices that need

urgently to be -heard. (287)

Michael Denneny describes the development of gay
rhetoric in his article, "AIDS Writing and the Creation of
Gay Culture." He provides a historical overview of those
voices that "need urgently to be heard":

During the decade of gay liberation...the process of

transformation ignited everywhere, and the enormously

complex act of redefinition--was spontaneous,
decentralized and multiple. Something akin to

Nietzsche’s "transvaluation of all values" was

happening...with the advent of AIDS...a new and heavier

task fell to the writers: sounding the alarm,
mobilizing the community...and initiating the

discourse of AIDS in the silence of the national media

and institutionalized medicine. (39)
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Pre-AIDS gay texts which describe the pre-AIDS era are
delightfully and richly constructed tales of the gay
community in the 1970’s when "anything is possible."
Numerous gay authors delineate the capturing of the
"American dream" by many post-Stonewall gay men, but the
appearance of AIDS has radically altered this community.
This alteration in the gay culture and community is noted in
the decade of AIDS, from 1984 through 1994. The numerous
changes in the gay community are reflective of changes in
the greater community, which was slower to recognize the
AIDS virus as a serious or devastating illness. A new
culture is being defined and created by AIDS and AIDS
fiction illustrates this culture very clearly.

Denneny believes that AIDS fiction is critical to the
understanding of AIDS culture. He sees AIDS writing as:

...individual acts of language performed in the full

light of the community’s crisis. They are, I would

argue, the primary discourse of AIDS, a public dialogue
that articulates the experience of the community and
constitutes beyond the shadow of a doubt, the creation

of a culture. (43)

The creation of an AIDS culture and the representation
of it in fiction is important to evaluate because there is
little evaluation of such fiction at this time. There are
individual works that have been evaluated and these
evaluations appear as chapters in anthologies but there is

no study that I have found that has evaluated qualities in
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AIDS fiction over time. A review of the Dissertation
Abstracts International from 1989 through 1994 illustrates
many AIDS dissertations in the fields of science,
psychology, sociology and anthropology but none in
literature and language. One AIDS dissertation in
Anthropology is about the discourse in the gay press from
1981-1986. This dissertation, Silence equals death:

. : i 14 . . ] 981-1986
by Karen S. Heller is the only AIDS dissertation that
addresses some of the issues raised in AIDS fiction. She is
focusing on sociocultural change in response to the AIDS
crisis.

AIDS theorists are just beginning to look at the impact
of fiction upon the greater culture. In AIDS anthologies,
AIDS has been evaluated as a metaphor or in a symbolic
manner. Early AIDS fiction has been compared to plague
literature with the focus on the trope "AIDS=death."

My study will allow AIDS texts to reveal what is
changing in the larger community over time. There is much
that is represented in AIDS fiction: the government, medical
community, heterosexual community and gay community and each
is touched by AIDS. Each community has been affected by AIDS
and the response is evidenced in AIDS texts. That response
is the beginning of the development of the AIDS community:
all individuals who encounter AIDS directly or indirectly.
AIDS education is taught at the elementary school level so

the youngest citizens of our culture begin to understand
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AIDS in their lives. AIDS permeates our culture and it is
interesting to contemplate the AIDS community as it is

represented in fiction.
IV. Choosing Texts and Authors

Chapter Two provides a careful delineation of the
choices of authors and texts and the rationale for these
specific choices.

I have chosen to use three texts by gay authors, two of
whom have died from AIDS and one who has the AIDS virus. The
three texts I have chosen are:

1. Facing It. Paul Reed. Published in 1984.
2. Eighty-Sixed. David Feinberg. Published in 1989.
3. Such Times. Christopher Coe. Published in 1993.

I have read and analyzed at least 17 AIDS novels,
including the following:
1,2. Babycakes and Sure of You. Armistéad Maupin. 1984,
1989.
3. At Risk. Alice Hoffman. 1988.
4. The Screaming Room. Barbara Peabody. 1986.
5. Second Son. Robert Ferro. 1988.
6. Martin and John. Dale Peck. 1993.
7. In memory of Angel Clare. Christopher Bram. 1989.
8,9. Horse Crazy and Rent Boy. Gary Indiana. 1989, 1994.
10. Night Kites. M.E. Kerr. 1986.



37
11. Rebel without a Cluye. Holly Uyemoto. 1989.
12. Early Graves. Joseph Hansen. 1987.
13. Afterlife. Paul Monette. 1990.
14. Spontaneous Combustion. David Feinberg. 1991.
15,16. Goldenboy and How Town. Michael Nava. 1988, 1990.
17. Mad Man. by Samuel Delany. 1995.

After an extremely careful reading of these AIDS novels
I have determined that they are similar to the novels that I
have chosen to evaluate in several ways, which are described
more completely in Chapter Two. Some novels, such as Martin
and John, were rejected for evaluation because there were
only minimal or peripheral references to AIDS. I have
selected novels from the gay community written by gay
authors, so that ruled out evaluation of several other
texts, such as Alice Hoffman’s AL Risk or Holly Uyemoto’s
Rebel without a Clue. I fully rationalize the use of only
gay authors in Chapter Two.

In brief, the gay community is the community that has
firsthand experience with AIDS; has the longest history of
managing AIDS issues and the voices of gay authors are not
hesitant about speaking of AIDS in the language of the AIDS
community. As Pastore notes in her article, suburbia is not
the AIDS hotbed, yet. The gay community is the voice that
speaks most directly and articulately about AIDS,
consequently authors from the gay community are selected for

evaluation. AIDS theorist Emmanuel S. Nelson supports the
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of "the voice that needs to be heard," and that is the
e of the gay AIDS community.

Two of the authors I chose, David Feinberg and
.stopher Coe, have already died from AIDS complications.
L Reed is HIV-positive. By using representative texts, I
evaluating them very closely. A survey would produce more
erficial results, and since these texts are
>resentative in significant ways, an in-depth analysis
omises revelatory results.

The books fit into Edwards’s time categorizations like
his:
re-AIDS: Book One of Eighty-Sixed: time 1980. Published in
1989 .
Panic: Facing It: time 1981-82. Published in 1984.
Crieis Control: Book Two of Eighty-Sixed: time 1986.

Published in 1989.

Complacency: Such Times:time 1992. Published in 1993.

The use of Feinberg’s texts allows a "before and after"
comparison since it is the same protagonist experiencing
both of those years, or AIDS eras. Paul Reed’s text is the
earliest gay AIDS text and Christopher Coe'’s text utilizes
flashback to take the reader on the odyssey of the past 15
years, but the protagonist reminisces from his place in 1992
and the novel was published in 1993. It has been hailed as

the "gay novel of the decade" according to The Philadelphia
Inquirer.
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One of the novels was published outside of the time
period it represents. Any gay text could be used to describe
the Pre-AIDS era, and many texts were created in the ten
years following the Stonewall riots in 1969. Emmanuel S.
Nelson discusses the proliferation of novels in the mid-
1980’s by gay authors and he notes about the 1970’s:

By the late seventies promiscuity had become a core

characteristic of urban gay culture...Anonymous sex,

once an obsessive theme in gay fiction, is a matter of
considerably less interest...And there is an increased
affirmation of monogamy, commitment, rootedness and
permanence--values that were once dismissed as too
vulgarly traditional and boringly heterosexual. (48-49)
Nelson notes the significant changes evident in gay fiction
since the onset of AIDS and the "insistent and explicit" gay
novels of the 1970’s have been frequently replaced by a more
introspective text.

Feinberg was a member of the gay New York community and
according to Nelson, Part One of his text Eighty-Sixed
represents "a brilliantly realistic evocation of pre-AIDS
gay life in New York City at its carnivalesque peak" (50).
Any text not written prior to 1981 would have to provide
1istorical accuracy; Feinberg, who wrote the text in 1987-
8, provides ample historical referents to keep the reader
entered in 1981, the time setting for Part One. There are

onthly reminders of what was going in 1981, as the
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protagonist, B.J. Rosenthal, narrates his life month-by-
month to the reader. There is no mention of AIDS whatsoever.

Feinberg continues his historical accuracy in Part Two,
which is set in 1986. Nelson notes that:
Death, not sex, begins to dominate his consciousness.

News reports scream the latest statistics on AIDS-

related casualty...as he fearfully treads the wasteland

of gay Manhattan... (50)
Part Two of the novel also maintains historical accuracy and
does not delve into AIDS terminology that developed after
1986. Feinberg was a member of the AIDS community and this
might have allowed him to recollect with exactitude the
characteristics of AIDS in 1986. Feinberg’s novel is
exceptional in portraying the contrasts in the gay community
in 1981 and 1986, and I could not find a comparable novel,
in terms of descriptive detailing, that was adequate, that
was published prior to 1986. This is why I selected a novel
published outside of the era stipulated by Edwards.

Reed’s text was published in the time era it

sO each is representative of

represents, as was Coe’s text,

>ther AIDS novels of their time eras. I discuss these

ualities and comparisons to other novels more fully in

hapter Two.

Summation
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Keith Alcorn, in his essay, "Illness, Metaphor and

AIDS," describes how diseases have meaning in American

society and almost invariably moralistic ones. He notes:

Considerable energy and ingenuity is needed to bring

together the discourses on sexuality, practices,

rights, power, privacy, gender, social relations, and

deviancy into what AIDS has intervened. (72)

My study will be a fledgling attempt to create a framework

for evaluating AIDS fiction and to create an outline for

assessing evolution in the AIDS culture.
The fiction of AIDS demonstrates how AIDS is impacting

on the American dream. The most contemporary AIDS writings
show HIV-positive individuals living a good life which is a
significantly different portrayal than earliest AIDS fiction
which depicted death. This is an astonishing reminder about
the indomitable will of the individual: one can live with
AIDS in a meaningful and relevant manner. AIDS changes one’s
life, and fiction is just beginning to demonstrate those

changes. Eleanor Templeton quotes Shelly Gerson speaking at

the 12th International AIDS Candlelight Memorial:
"HIV has opened up my world considerably because there
are some things I’'m not sure I would have done if I
didn’t have HIV...I'm here as an example that you’re
not going to die the next day after you find out you’re
(1)

infected," she said.
These dramatic changes in the attitude about life and

2ath are demonstrated in AIDS fiction. There is a
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developing interest in AIDS fiction and other AIDS writings.
because people in American culture might want to understand
the significance of AIDS in their lives. AIDS does represent
an "invasion of the American dream" while it also presents
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