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People living with HIV and AIDS (PWAs) have played vital roles in shaping the earliest responses to
the epidemic. The main reason was simple. We had to: Official and institutional responses were

slow to develop.
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From the invention of safe sex to the establishment of several organizations, people with AIDS
played crucial roles. Our work on safe sex was made even harder because segments of the LGBT
community initially opposed our approach.

As it was then, the criminalization of HIV has prompted PWAs and their supporters to take matters
into their own hands: They have been doing so for many years with some limited successes. It is a
complicated and difficult issue that is remarkable for the extent to which many who should be
concerned and involved remain uninformed or silent.

A new publication from an anonymous group of Canadian activists confronts the explosive issue of
HIV criminalization by offering useful, sensible ways for Canadian gay men to protect themselves
from the long arm of the law.

If the title of their booklet, How to Have Sex in a Police State: One Approach, rings a familiar bell,
that was their intent. How to Have Sex in a Police State begins with an acknowledgement of How
to Have Sex in an Epidemic: One Approach, which we co-authored and self-published with the late
Michael Callen in 1983. It's always wonderful when subsequent generations of activists
acknowledge the efforts of those who came before them. As was the case with How to Have Sex in
an Epidemic, How to Have Sex in a Police State is a truly grassroots initiative, capturing the “do-it-
yourself” spirit of the original booklet.

In looking at the history of AIDS activism it's possible to recognize two distinct and opposing
trends. The first, which could be called “confrontational activism,” starts with the premise that
historically, society at large has never displayed particular concern for the well-being of its
minorities, whether they are ethnic or sexual. With this in mind, there’s a realization that minority
communities have no choice but to take responsibility for their own protection. This is what we
understood to be the meaning of self-empowerment. We knew that the interests and priorities of
PWAs could be at odds with those of some research scientists. We live in a world that is still
capable of cruel and discriminatory behavior towards minorities. Who better to protect the
interests of those who had the most to lose than people living with AIDS themselves?

On the other hand, what may be called “collaborationist activism” turns to government and
established institutions and accepts without question the scientific and medical directions they set.
This way differs from a confrontational approach, which doesn’t unquestioningly accept the
scientific leadership of government institutions, and therefore seek the advice of independent
experts who can be held accountable. Collaborationist activists feel that their role is to provoke
established authorities to come up with solutions, as well as to help them organizationally and with
funding, such as trying to get Congress to give them money.

Despite its worldwide acceptance, How to Have Sex in an Epidemic was met with hostility from
influential elements within the community and with indifference by the authorities. The early
confrontational AIDS activism, which included the articulation and introduction of safe sex
practices, PWA empowerment, the Denver Principles, community-based research and the buyers
club movement, were all hallmarks of this kind of do-it-yourself, self-empowered, confrontational
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activism. Sadly, it didn't prevail. But How to Have Sex in a Police State demonstrates that this type
of activism is still alive and well.

View and download How to Have Sex in a Police State here.
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