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Five Lessons the AIDS Epidemic Can

Teach Us About COVID-19
3/17/2020 by BRAD SEARS

Epidemics don’t begin with the �rst new infection. 

There is a reason that a map of HIV in the South today looks like
a map of slavery in 1860.  Stay tuned for a similar map of COVID-
19 in the coming months or years. 

We can do what we can today to mitigate this crisis—but unless
we continue to address the deep inequalities in our country, the
groundwork for the next epidemic, and the one after, has
already been laid.   
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Children being HIV tested by a doctor in Ukraine. (World Bank Photo Collection /

Flickr)

For many of us, this spring feels like the early days of AIDS
epidemic—including the fear, uncertainty and criminally-delayed
response by the federal government which has meant, and will
continue to mean, that people will die unnecessarily.

Having survived one plague, here are some key lessons as we
confront another: 

Epidemics �ow quickly towards pre-existing

disparities. 
HIV was �rst a disease primarily of gay men; and then more and
more of men, women and transgender people of color. The
impact of oppression and discrimination—whether measured by
access to health care, poverty, mental health or substance abuse
—paved the way for HIV to disproportionately impact
marginalized communities.

Today, people of color continue to be less likely to have access
to, and the bene�ts from, life-saving and live-changing HIV
medications. 
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We can expect COVID-19 to �ow through the same furrows. It
will impact vulnerable communities much more and much
longer. Is there any doubt already that the rich and connected
have gotten quicker access to COVID-19 testing than the rest of
us? 

Public health is advanced through the protection

of individual rights. 
In response to coronavirus, we have seen the power of the state
deployed at an unprecedented scale and in unprecedented
ways: travel bans, closures, shelter-in-place declarations, social
distancing and quarantines.  These are necessary and e�ective
responses. 

But what we can learn from HIV is that we can’t lose sight of the
individual in our pursuit of public health. For this to work, we
need people to trust and engage with our health care and public
health systems. 

HIV has taught us that it is counterproductive to run roughshod
over patient autonomy and privacy when �ghting an epidemic. 
For example, studies show that if you educate people about the
bene�ts of HIV-testing—pregnant women, for example—and let
them decide what course to take, almost all of them choose to
test and treat. Having made that choice, they are more likely to
stay engaged with their treatment and the healthcare system
over the long haul.

In �ghting COVID-19, we need to educate and engage people as
we use the power of traditional public health tools.

As the revered Jonathan Mann, who founded the World Health
Organization’s Global Program on AIDS, theorized in the early
years of the AIDS epidemic, public health and civil rights are not
in con�ict: Advancing the latter is the best way to advance the
former. 
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Be on guard for stigma and discrimination. 
In the early years of the AIDS epidemic, people lost their jobs,
children were kicked out of schools, municipal pools were
drained and dying gay men were stacked up in hospital hallways
because there were not enough beds or sta� to treat them.  

We have already seen examples of violence, discrimination,
harassment, racism and xenophobia in response to
coronavirus. As the disease progresses and becomes more
concentrated in already marginalized communities, we will again
need to remind ourselves and others that risk is created by
conduct not categories of people; that we all have a role to play
in protecting ourselves and others; and whatever causes
someone to get HIV or COVID-19, it de�nitely was not a decision
with any more moral weight than you or I make a hundred times
each day.

People will make mistakes, they will be foolish, they will lie and
be sel�sh, they will be human. Our �rst response will need to
remain empathy, not blame. 

And, of course, governments discriminate too.  One of the
earliest public health cases in constitutional law, Jew Ho v.
Williamson, was a challenge to a quarantine in San Francisco in
1900 for a purported bubonic plague outbreak. The quarantine
just so happened to neatly blockade Chinatown from the rest of
the city. 

In the equal rights challenge that followed, the court noted that
the lines around the city blocks had odd indentations leaving
individual houses outside of the quarantine: where white people
lived.  The court also noted that while the quarantine might
protect the rest of the city, it actually made things worse for the
Chinese-Americans living in Chinatown, who were not
being quarantined from each other and who were being blocked
o� from healthcare providers.
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But acting up means more than tweeting, posting, hoarding and
isolating: It means deep and sustained action. 

One of the most moving experiences in my life was attending
meetings of ACT UP’s Treatment Advocacy Group in the early
1990s: a fairly small group of gay men coming together in a
small, dingy room. Some had been in theater or fashion and
some had research backgrounds—but they all dropped what
they were doing with their lives and learned about the FDA, CDC
and NIH; about retroviruses and clinic trials; until they could go
toe-to-toe with the experts and push the science and medicine—
and eventually the testing and treatment—forward. 

We have to be that involved—especially as COVID-19 evolves, as
it will, into a disease of the poor and disenfranchised.  

We need more than a vaccine; we need universal

healthcare.  
Recently, I watched several documentaries about the rise and
fall of ACT UP. They all point to the same divisions preceding the
fall—a di�erence about whether the �ght against AIDS was
speci�c to getting “drugs into bodies” or had to take on all the
underlying disparities that allowed HIV to thrive.   And in the
end, this became a debate about universal healthcare.   

That division—and the fact that by 1996 we could get e�ective
drugs into bodies—was the undoing of ACT UP.  A functional
cure for those of us who are the most privileged (I was
diagnosed with AIDS in 1995, and have an undetectable viral
load since 1996) dissipated the movement.   

In the intervening years, Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, Elizabeth
Warren and Bernie Sanders have all called for universal health
care, or Medicare for All, but in each case (at least it appears
now), they and we have fallen short of the goal.  This crisis
creates another moment to change that.  
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In a rare early decision striking down a law as racially
discriminatory, the court held that the quarantine was
administered “with an evil eye and an unequal hand.”

As President Trump originally imposed travel bans on Europe
and not the UK, and as we worry more about the threat from
without than within, we need to keep in mind the mistakes of our
past and base public health measures on medicine and science
—not bias and discrimination. 

We have to ACT UP. 

If gay men had waited for the government to save us in the early
1980s, we would have been completely wiped out, and a large
segment of the U.S. population would have followed.

Instead, we created our own healthcare and support
organizations, challenged and changed how drugs are
developed, approved and priced in the U.S.—although there is
obviously still more work to do—and demanded that society and
the government pay attention and respond. Back then, we had a
president who ignored us; today, we have one that only tells the
truth when it is the most convenient lie. 

Dan Saltzstein
@dansaltzstein

When AIDS first emerged, it was called gay-related 
immune deficiency (GRID), as well as  "gay cancer" 
and "gay plague." Susan Sontag wrote: "Nothing is 
more punitive than to give a disease a meaning."
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I always treated the Chinese Virus very seriously, and have 
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When Warren and Sanders are being taken to task for the cost
of universal health care, somewhere in the ledger we need to
record the costs of the HIV epidemic, and the costs of COVID-19.

Of course, universal health care would not solve everything—
Europe is showing us that—but it would greatly �atten the cure. 

As Rep. Katie Porter so expertly demonstrated through her close
cross examination of the director of the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention Robert Red�eld this week, people will
not get tested for COVID-19 because they fear the costs of
testing and treatment—and quite frankly because they are just
unfamiliar with how and when to access healthcare because
doing so has not been a routine part of their lives.  The costs to
lives, to productivity, to the global economy will be in the
trillions.    

Erick Fernandez
@ErickFernandez

Holy smokes. 
 
Take the time to watch Katie Porter's dogged 
questioning of CDC Director Robert Redfield 
regarding the exorbitant cost of testing and 
treatment for coronavirus to the American people. 
 
Impressive stuff.

6�02 72.1K views

1�30 PM · Mar 12, 2020

https://twitter.com/ErickFernandez?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1238155374458540032%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fmsmagazine.com%2F2020%2F03%2F17%2Ffive-lessons-the-aids-epidemic-can-teach-us-about-covid-19%2F
https://twitter.com/ErickFernandez?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1238155374458540032%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fmsmagazine.com%2F2020%2F03%2F17%2Ffive-lessons-the-aids-epidemic-can-teach-us-about-covid-19%2F
https://twitter.com/ErickFernandez/status/1238155374458540032?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1238155374458540032%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fmsmagazine.com%2F2020%2F03%2F17%2Ffive-lessons-the-aids-epidemic-can-teach-us-about-covid-19%2F
https://twitter.com/ErickFernandez/status/1238155374458540032?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1238155374458540032%7Ctwgr%5E&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fmsmagazine.com%2F2020%2F03%2F17%2Ffive-lessons-the-aids-epidemic-can-teach-us-about-covid-19%2F
https://help.twitter.com/en/twitter-for-websites-ads-info-and-privacy


7/8/2020 Five Lessons the AIDS Epidemic Can Teach Us About COVID-19 - Ms. Magazine

https://msmagazine.com/2020/03/17/five-lessons-the-aids-epidemic-can-teach-us-about-covid-19/ 8/10

We should not let this moment of crisis pass, again, with the
success of the �rst vaccine.  The vast majority of us will survive
COVID-19, but the next epidemic will come, and the one after
that.  

What we can do now to �ght those epidemics is to continue to
�ght discrimination and inequality in our society and make
healthcare accessible to all.

The coronavirus pandemic and the response by federal,
state and local authorities is fast-moving.

During this time, Ms. is keeping a focus on aspects of the
crisis—especially as it impacts women and their families—
often not reported by mainstream media.

If you found this article helpful, please consider supporting
our independent reporting and truth-telling for as little as
$5 per month.
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Williams Institute, a national think tank on LGBT law
and policy.
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