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			Introduction:
The Face of AIDS

			“I hope you’ll still support us when the people who live at our houses don’t just look like your friends.”

			I don’t know what possessed me to say it. It was 1990 and I was the development director at Chicago House, a residential and support program for men and women living with HIV/AIDS. I’d been invited to make a presentation to a group of volunteers from DIFFA (Design Industry Foundation for AIDS), a big supporter of the cause.

			I knew the face of AIDS was changing, from mostly white, gay men to every ethnic group, IV-drug users, prostitutes, women and children. Because of the large number of gay men involved in design, DIFFA was created early on in the fight against AIDS, and I appreciated their support. When I finished talking, I hoped no one had actually heard that comment.

			But afterwards, an executive from DIFFA approached me. “Thank you for saying that,” he said. “It’s important.”
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			Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (formerly known as GRID, ARC and Gay Cancer) is an equal-opportunity virus.

			It doesn’t care if you’re male or female, young or old, or not yet born. It doesn’t care if you’re gay, straight, bisexual or transgender. It doesn’t care if you’re black, white, Asian, Latino or any combination. It doesn’t care about your economic status, political persuasion, sports obsession, musical taste or educational level. It doesn’t care if you are religious or agnostic or atheist. All it cares about is that you are human and available.

			A scientist might say there’s beauty in that lack of discrimination. 

			The photographs that were burned into our minds from the early days of the epidemic are the ones that remain with us thirty years later: a man, probably white, with an emaciated body, haunting eyes, wispy hair, dark spots on his skin. They were often compared to photos of prisoners liberated from World War II concentration camps. 

			I used to think of it as ‘the look’. I knew when I saw someone fitting that description that his time was limited. You didn’t have to know what they looked like before, when they were healthy, or seemed to be. It was the face of AIDS.

			It was a national shock to the system when Rock Hudson’s publicist revealed his client’s AIDS diagnosis in 1985. For many people, the photos of the once-handsome movie star were their first glimpse at the physical destruction the virus could wreak. 

			The problem, as we soon learned, was that the fear and hatred weren’t directed only towards white, gay men. It’s difficult now to understand the level of hysteria in those early days, even given the lack of scientific evidence:

			Also in 1985, the Kokomo, Indiana school board banned Ryan White, a seventh grader who had contracted AIDS due to a blood transfusion, from attending classes. His family sued, and the following year he was allowed to return, with conditions: no gym class, separate bathroom, separate water fountain, plastic utensils in the cafeteria. Over two dozen children were removed from the school by their parents, who set up an alternative school for them.

			But that was only part of it. Ryan’s paper route customers cancelled their subscriptions. The tires on his mother’s car were slashed, and someone shot a bullet into their home. Death threats – directed at the family, their friends, even a local reporter who told their story – were common.

			Perhaps the saddest part of the way he was treated was that even their church abandoned him. Ryan, his mother and sister were forced to sit in either the first pew or the last, shunned by their fellow parishioners who refused to extend a handshake of peace on Easter.

			He and his family endured all of this abuse and much more with grace and dignity, and a firm resolve to educate the world about this terrible disease. 

			Ryan was, in the parlance of the day, an “innocent victim” of AIDS. Babies born to mothers who’d been infected by their partners or through IV-drug use were also deemed innocent. Politicians and religious leaders generally drew a line as far as guilt, but failed to treat them with any more humanity.

			The best and fastest way to stop the spread of AIDS in IV-drug users is by needle exchanges. Reusing needles leads to soaring infection rates of not just AIDS, but hepatitis and other diseases. Politicians across the country, at all levels of government, can’t understand that needle exchanges are a positive step. All they see is a policy that encourages drug use.

			Early opposition to needle exchange programs came from the African-American community. IV-drug users shared needles in ‘shooting galleries’ in their neighborhoods. But many strongly believed that exchanging used syringes for clean ones, and encouraging addicts to not re-use or share them, was tantamount to glorifying drug use. 

			There are about 200 needle exchange programs in the US, in 34 states. In 2009, President Obama signed a law to reinstate federal funding for needle exchange programs. Congress banned it again, despite the fact that these programs can reduce the rate of infection by 80%, according to the American Foundation for AIDS Research (amfAR).

			Condoms were one of the first discoveries for effectively preventing transmission. But the Catholic Church could not distinguish between using condoms to prevent AIDS and using condoms to prevent pregnancy.

			In 1990, Pope John Paul II insisted fidelity and abstinence were the only true ways to fight AIDS. Five years later, the Pontifical Council for the Family insisted that the whole concept of “safe sex” be rejected, and that – despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary – condoms could not prevent transmission of the virus.

			Almost thirty years into the AIDS epidemic, in 2009, Pope Benedict XVI stated (in the context of a program in Africa) that condom distribution actually increases the likelihood of contracting AIDS.

			It wasn’t until the following year that Pope Benedict XVI – in a statement
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