
fandommay in fact constitute newmodes of activism and archiving: “Like
the sexuallychargedcornersof ACT UPmeetings, themoreabstract zones¢
fandomhosta peculiar intersectionof fantasy, desire, andcommunity-base
need for organization and preservation” (667). Smalltown Boys does no t
bearout that assertion, but it does suggest howqueer fandomand itsarchi
val impulsemay constitute avital chance to build aqueer intergenerationa
memory of AIDS. Maintainingaqueer collective memory of the trauma of
AIDS posesa specific challenge that differentiates the disease from other
collective traumas that have produced extensive testimonial practices such’
asthe Holocaust and the Hiroshima-Nagasaki bombings. Jewish collective
memory of the Shoah, for instance, has been significantly grounded in the7
initial familial transfer of memory through “second generation witness.”73_
Sons and daughters of survivors grew up in families in which the trauma’
of the Holocaustwas still very present, either consciously through testimo-"_
nial practices or unconsciously through traumatic repetition and transfer-'
ence,MarianneHirschproposes thenotionof “postmemory” to describe the ©
psychological specificities of such “passingon”: “Postmemory most specifi‑
cally describes the relationshipof children of survivors of cultural or collec‑
tive trauma to the experiencesof their parents,experiences that they ‘remem‑
ber’ onlyasthe narratives and imageswith which they grew up, but that are
sopowerful,somonumental,asto constitutememories in theirown right.”74
Although lesbians and gay men havedevelopedalternative forms of familial
and intimatebonds, it is precisely these bonds that have beenendangeredby
the AIDS epidemic. In the face of such threats to queer intersubjectivity, the
intergenerational“passingon” of thecollectivememoryof AIDSashistorical
trauma producedbytheworks discussed in this chapter becomesall themore
important. Now themselves reframed bytime, such queer AIDS media may
therefore come to serve asa repository of collective memory, “an archive of
feelings,” to borrow Ann Cvetkovich’s phrase, which preserves the acts of
bearingwitness to the historical trauma of AIDS bymanyof thosewho have
no t survived: Stuart Marshall, Michael Callen, Marlon Riggs, Assoto Saint,
ReggieWilliams, DonaldWoods, and SandoWillemse.’5
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CHAPTERTWO

The Embodied Immediacy

of DirectAction:

Space andMovement in

AIDSVideoActivism

On22January 1991, thewriter andA IDS activist JohnWeir jumped inciaof
the cameraat the beginningof the CBSEveningNews,shouting“AIDSisnews.
Fight AIDS, no t Arabs!” (figure 16). AsWeir’s head was yanked from the
frame by studio security, a surprised but generally unflappable Dan Rather
immediately cut to acommercial break. Ratherapologized dourly after the
break for the “rude people” who had interrupted the beginningof the pro‑
gramandpromisedto return to the network’scoverageof theGulfWar.That
night, the eve of ACT UP’s Dayof Desperation, amassive nationwide dem‑
onstration against the continued neglect of the AIDS crisis, fourteen of the
group’s memberswere arrested asthey tried to disrupt the broadcast of the
news programs of CBS, NBC, and PBS." .
AsPaula A. Treichler notes, this piece of direct action realized, if only

momentarily, the powerful fantasy among A IDS activists of hijacking the
eveningnews, somethingthat hadalreadybeenwittily articulated in Rockville
IsBurning (Bob HuffandWave 3,1989),avideo inspiredbyACT UP's highly
effective demonstrationagainst the FederalDrugAdministration inOctober
1988.2 Documentinga collaboration between LaMama RxperimentalThe‑
ater Company and Wave 3, anACT UPaffinity group, the video presents a
fictional guerilla group, the NewCenter for DrugsandBiologics, taking over
and reprogramming the evening news to serve the needs of people living
with HIV/AIDS (figure17).Three activists in white doctors’ coats storm the
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studio, overrunning the self-satisfiednewsanchor.They immediately linkup
via video feed to other activists and peoplewith A IDS all around the United
States, thus replacing the regular national network of news reporters. Al‑
though the video invokes the particular spatialized discourse of broadcast
news, it blatantly rejects or inverts its hierarchal dynamics. For instance,
whena scientist from the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Dis‑
ease is interviewed, heis shown in silhouette, shamingthis institution’s rep‑
resentative for its inactionwith precisely the same confessional device used
by broadcast news to shame people with HIV/AIDS. In Rockville Is Burning,
the collective authorityof the activists displaces the individual supremacy of
the anchor. Rather than address the general population, they speak for and
to the constituencies mos t directlyaffectedbythe A I D S crisis:video activism
asdirect action.

The commitment to interrogateandchallenge the discursiveoperations of

and 1990s. Understanding the considerable ideological power of television
news in shaping the representation of the A I D S epidemic, video activists
created diverse means to appropriate, parody, and analyze the mechanisms
of television news, particularly itsrelianceon the talkinghead. In their radi‑
cal transformation of the discursive space in which activists and peoplewith
HIV/AIDScould speak, videos produced in theculture of ACT UPsmashed
the liberal pieties of “giving a face” and “giving avoice” to the person with
HIV/AIDS.In fact, they often demonstrated how such seemingly affirmative
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17.Photocopiedflyer for Rockville IsBurning (BobHuffandWave 3, 1989).PhilZwickler
Collection, no. 7464.Courtesy of the Division of RareandManuscript Collections,
Cornell University Library.

goals were undoubtedly implicated in keeping people in their ideologically
predetermined roles. In this chapter I examine howA I DS activist video pro‑
duction in A C T UP/NewYork sought to transform discursive space alongtwo
simultaneous lines.3Like the actionat CBS EveningNews, one part pursuedan
intervention in the dominant media representation of the epidemic, while
the other part, likeRockville IsBurning, aimed to participate in the lesbianand
gay counterpublic and the networks that supported the social movement of
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interventions inmind.Yet
all of them grappledwith the challenge of reconfiguringthepossibilitiesof
the talking headasthe means to forge adiscursive space in which effective
political testimonycould beenacted.
Nowhere is the contrast between the honorific and the repressive func‑

tions of the talking head, which I outlined in the previous chapter, more
apparent than in news broadcasting,which has arguably been the most im‑
portantmedium for shaping the dominant public perception of AIDS in the
| United States. News anchors sit at the apex of adiscursive hierarchy; they
' are, in RobertStam’s words, “symbolic figureswhowill keep usfrom going
adrifton astormy sea of significations.”5 Speakingstraight into the camera,
the newsanchor performs thepseudointimacyof television’s directaddress,
whichsimulates face-to-facecommunication.This invocationof the face-to‑
face situation in the discursive address of television news lends it both au‑
thority andintimacy.Television news frames itsanchorwithina set of reality
effects that simulate both the temporal and the spatial sense of presence
necessary forasimulated face-to-face encounter. “The telecaster is no t here,”
explainsMargaretMorse, “but the impressionof presence iscreatedthrough
the constructionof ashared space, the impressionof shared time, and signs
that the speakingsubject is speakingfor himself, sincerely.”® Usingthe tele‑
prompter, the anchor reads the news as if it were no t read, as if it were the
spontaneous utterance of aspeaker in conversation,which producesasense
of the broadcast’s livenessandan impression of the anchor’s discursive au‑
thority.
The anchor, most oftenmale,plays asovereign role in the discursive con‑

structionof the newsasheseemingly summons the heterogeneouselements
of the newsprogram:on-site correspondents, interviews,and news footage.
With aglance to the side that frequently precedes acorrespondent’s report,
the anchor sutures the shift in discourse asthough hewere in spatial prox‑
imity to the reporter, yet alsoparadoxically invokingamovement in perspec‑
tive to the correspondent in the world “out there.” In fact, broadcast news
relies on the discursive construction of a studio-bound “here” (correlated
with a predominantly home-bound viewer) and aworld out “there.”? Asa
talking head, the anchor has his discursive sovereignty rest in his ability to
situate the other talking heads that make up the news program, marshaling
them asevidence in his narration of significant events. The correspondents
are necessarily situated in the particular geographical or social location of
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report) either through voice-over narration or theconvention of the stand‑
up.Thestand-upsituates them in frontof theparticular location‐awayfrom
it whilesimultaneouslyborrowingfrom its indexicalpresence‐ butspeaking
in directaddress to the camera andthus affectingapseudoconversationwith
theanchor’
Directaddress is deployed in broadcast news asastructure of power.The

subjects of newsdonot speak directly to the televisionaudiencev i a the cam‑
era, but to anoff-screen interviewerwhose presence 1simpliedbythe news
subject’s line of vision. Or if the news subject is in a studio, he or She my
speak directly to the camera, but the discursive structure of the broa cast
positions that dialogueasone betweenthe anchorand the subject.Althoug
the subjectsof news,whetherpoliticians,businesspeople,bstheurbanpow
arepositionedbythe discourseof broadcastnewsto speak indirectlyShree
its apparatus, the manner of that placement determinesthedegres to which
they are discursivelyenfranchised ordisenfranchised.Thecaatdiaaia nete)

professionalexpertise includes the case full of books behind the Speaking
subject and often adesk to situate himor her in aprofessional (as oppose .
to a domestic) environment, while political mise-en-scéne predominantly |
deploys the podiumasthe signof powerand the authority to speak.Whereas
apoliticianor professional needsonlyafew props to situate his or herenun‑
ciation, aworking-class woman living in ahousingproject, asHarryWatt’s
HousingProblems illustrates, tends to beobscured by the very plenitudeof de‑
tail that situates herspeech. In such instances, the enunciation of the subject
becomesoverwhelmedbythe realityeffects that situate them.

Containing “Them” out “There”

The historyof AIDS representation in broadcast newsdemonstrates the per‑
vasiveness of these spatializedpower relationsaroundthe talkinghead,and
nowherewas this more apparent than in the U.S. television coverage of the
epidemic in its first decade.Unlike newspapersthat picked up on the initial
Centers forDiseaseControlandPrevention(CDC) report in June1981ofarare
pneumonia affectinggay men, television news media did not begin to cover
A IDS until a full year later.Television’s attention to AIDS reflectedneither
the empirical indicators of the epidemic’s development nor the professional
concern with AIDS.? Compared to the steady rise in AIDS cases reported
by the CDC throughout the 1980s and the simultaneous growth of medi‑
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cal literatureonAIDS, televisionnewscoverage remainedunstable;peaking
sporadically in 1983,1985,and1987,duringperiodsof publicalarmover the
potential threat of AIDS to the so-calledgeneralpopulation.Moreover,news
mediaprovedhighly reticent in the earlyyears of the epidemic in reportinga
subject that mixed references to blood, semen, sex and death, which might
offend the normsof taste for itspresumedaudience: themiddle-classfamily.
Gay men were deemed outside this all-important category. Thus the news
media tendedeither to ignoreA IDS stories or present them in the reassuring
terms of athreat contained in several highlymarginalizedgroups (including
homosexuals, Haitians, intravenous drug users, and hemophiliacs). Such
containment involvedthe discursivedelineationof boundaries, in which the
normative healthy center of the general population is maintained through
the separation and abjection of an infected margin. In his explanation of
this spatializedotheringprocess,SimonWatneycontends that thediscourses
of containment in mainstreamnewsmedia during the 1980sparticipated in
the neoconservative project of reducing the social to the scale of the family,
which would subsequently function as its “monolithic and legally binding
category.”?° Byunderstanding the social solely in terms of the family, gov‑
ernments could ignore the needsof gaymenwho, likeotheraffectedgroups,
were considered outside the social.
But containment always carries the feared risk of leakage and even col‑

lapse. These fears are precisely what fueled the three principal periods of
media hysteria over AIDS: the initial “epidemic of fear” in 1983, the dis‑
closure of Rock Hudson’s illness in 1985, and the panic over “heterosexual
AIDS” in 1987. In 1983 newsmedia began to report on an “epidemic of fear”
aroundAIDS, covering stories of the potential threat caused byAIDS to so‑
cial institutions such asprisons, schools, and hospitals. In what would set
a precedent for future periods of intense media attention to AIDS, reports
adopted the common “alarm and reassurance pattern” used by news media
to cover ongoing crises. News reports would provoke alarm byfocusing on
the spreading fear, often including interviewswith “ordinary” citizens who
frequently offeredmisleadinginformationabout the risksaroundAIDS.The
reporter would then offer reassurance, often in the tag line, that the threat
of contamination from the abjectedmarginswas still contained.Rather than
mitigate and dispel fear and ignorance about AIDS, such television news
reports actually increased them.
The disclosure of Hudson’sAIDS-related illness in 1985 ledto the second

period of media hysteria around the epidemic. His illness proveda pivotal
moment in A IDSmedia representation,butnot for itspresumedeffect on his

foranother twoyears. SinceHudson’simagehadlongbeenastapleof rugged
but clean-cutAmerican masculinity, his star persona after the disclosure of
his illnesswashauntedbyadoublingeffectashecameto embodythedangers
to the normalbodyposedbythe contagionof homosexuality, renderingit an
abnormal and sick “anti-body.”2* The longdiscursive history of homosexu‑
ality asitselfa contagion, continually hauntingand threatening the healthy
social body, resurfacedwith avengeance during the months followingHud‑
son’s hospitalization in Paris.The inertweight of his star persona produced,
however,acomplex set of contradictions around the reportingonhis illness.
Eventhe most luridandsensational tabloid coveragewas markedbyadefen‑
sive mixture of sympathy and fear. The event of Hudson’s illness finally lent
AIDSa certain legitimacy as anewsworthy issue. For a brief period around
Hudson’s illness,gaymenlivingwithA IDSandlesbianandgayactivistswere
givenopportunities in interviews,albeit limitedones, to speak theirconcerns
andarticulate perspectives outside the heteronormativegeneral population.

The third andmost intenseperiodof mediahysteriaerupted in 1987when
rising infection rates among nonmarginalized groups became unavoidably
visible in themonthlyfiguresproducedbytheCDC.An inadvertentcomment
byRatherduringaCBSNewsSpecial entitled “AIDs HitsHome” andbroadcast
on 22October 1986 explicitly demonstrates the subtext of media discourse
that would explode in the following year: “The scary reality is that gays are
no longer the only ones getting it.”Theepidemicof fear returnedasfile foot‑
age of gay men was replaced by footage of the general population, whose
prophylactic normality had now been penetrated by its diseased margins.
Although these new visual discourses swirled around the fear of an unseen
heterosexual threat, such invisibility was haunted by the shadow archive of
the diseased antibody, figured in the dying homosexual in his hospital bed
and the prostitute solicitingon the street at night.The intensemedia cover‑
agefinally pushedReaganto makehisfirst public statementon A I D S in April
1987.Asbothpoliticalandmediaelites begantoaddress A IDS in that year, it
finally gainedaregular placeon the public policyagenda.
Although the following decade saw the diversification of A IDS repre‑

sentation into other areas of television programming, broadcast news con‑
tinued to maintain the binaries established in the first decade of the A IDS
epidemic.? Kevin B.Wright’s analysis of A IDS coverage on Nightline (ABC)
andTheMacNeil/LehrerNewsHour (PBS) from1992-94demonstrates howthese
agenda-setting news elites persisted in excluding or marginalizing those
people and communities mos t affected byAIDS.13 The shadow archive that



a s t

distinguished body from antibody continued to beproduced‘in the studio
forums that these media programs favor. Inscribed byan ideologyof “bal‑
ance” rooted in the liberal construction of the public sphere, studio forums
become the valorized space of public discussion, lending credibility to the
discourse of their guests.Wright points to atendency to excludecommunity
activists and peoplewith A IDS from the studio discussions altogether, or,
if they were invited, to restrict their opportunity to speak. Frequently,when
activists or PWAs were included in the program, they were shown in video
footage speakingat demonstrations. At best, such inclusion in debate posi‑
tionedtheir perspectivesasout there (onthe street), outside the “true” public
sphere for “rational” debate (in the television studio); atworst, this footage
continued to position gay men and peoplewith A IDS asadangerous (and
highly politicized) volatile mass threatening public order. Such protracted
exclusion from the dominantmediadiscussion of the epidemicwould prove
adecisive incentive for the production of alternative A IDS media.

TheAlternative Space ofDirect-ActionVideo

Responses to the mainstream representation of AIDS began to emerge in
the mid-1980s as community organizations involved in A IDS prevention
and support services for people with A IDS began to organize the produc‑
tion of alternative media for their specific pedagogic functions. For these
videos to successfully fulfill their intentof impartingvital informationabout
prevention and caregiving, they were first compelled to unpack many of the
ideologicalassumptionsabout AIDS producedbythe dominantmedia.They
needed to present affirmative counterimages of people with AIDS, whose
lives and identities were neither to bereduced to pathology nor to becon‑
fined merely to the context of their illness. Independent queer film- and
videomakers followed suit in the subsequentyears with amixtureof portrait
pieces documenting the courageous struggle of peoplewith AIDS‐such as
Chuck Solomon: Coming of Age (Mark Huestis andWendy Dallas, 1986), Living
with AIDS (Tina DiFeliciantonio, 1986),and Hero ofMyOwn Life (TomBrook,
1986) ‐and experimental works aimed at deconstructing the discourses of
AIDS in themainstreammedia,includingStuartMarshall’sBrightEyes,Emjay
Wilson’s APlague Has Swept MyCity (1985), and Barbara Hammer’s SnowJob:
The Media Hysteria of AIDS (1986), and BobHuff’sAIDS News: ADemonstration
(1988).14
In March 1987, at the height of the third wave of media hysteria around

A I D S and amid the anger generated among lesbian and gay communities

by ‘the-U.S; SupremeCourt's decision in.Bowers vs; Hardwick' to/uphold state
sodomystatutes, theestablishmentof ACTUPin NewYork triggeredamajor
transformation in alternative A IDS media.45 The group defined itselfas“a
diverse, non-partisangroup united in anger and committed to direct action
to end the AIDS crisis.”*© Byshifting from the mobilization of public dem‑
onstrations to the practice of direct action, in which specific institutional
bodieswere directly confronted to demand change, ACT UPradicalizedand
widenedA IDS activism from its initial base in PWAgroups,who hadbegun
to stage marches, candlelight vigils, and other public memorials asearly as
1983. FollowingCindy Patton’s account of A IDS politics in the early 1980s,
DavidRomanargues that it is vitally important that early AIDS activism not
beforgottenordismissedbyrevisionisthistoricalanalysis that privileges the
establishment of ACT UPasthe “real” beginningof A IDS activism.While I
concur with Romdan and Patton on this point, this chapter will address the
activismaroundACT UP, since it marks the firstmajorconvergenceof direct
action andvideo activism in the context of AIDS.”
Likesomanyother grass-roots A IDS organizations, ACT UPwas formed

andorganizedpredominantlybygaymenandlesbians.However, in itsdesire
to forge abroad-based inclusivemovement, the group often oscillated in its
negotiation of the complex connections betweenA IDS and homosexuality.
As the sociologist Josh Gamson notes in his analysis of ACT UP/San Fran‑
cisco’s activities, “AIDS activists find themselves simultaneously attempt‑
ing to dispel the notion that A IDS is a gay disease (which it is not) while,
through their activityand leadership, treatingA IDS asagay problem(which,
amongother things, it is).”*8 ManyACT UPers came to A IDS activism from
lesbian and gay politics and thus saw ACT UP as an urgent and necessary
development of lesbianandgayactivism,whereas others,especiallywomen,
camealso from the context of reproductive rightsandwomen’s healthmove‑
ments, leadingthem to understandA IDS politicswithin alarger framework
of healthcare issues, which eventually brought many of them into conflict
with the gay male activists focused primarily on treatment access.!9 Influ‑
enced by the media expertise of an initial core membership that included
artists,designers,andmediaprofessionals,ACT UPadoptedanactivistprac‑
tice grounded in the exploitationof media spectacle andgraphic publicity.2°
The groupwas not only professionally but also theoretically informedasits
practicedrew fromvarious intellectualsources, rangingfrompopularculture
to situationismandpostmodernism.?+

A IDS activist video practice emerged from the need felt by anumber of
individuals and newly formed video collectives, namely Testing the Limits
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and DIVA Tv (Damned InterferingVideo Activists), to document and dis‑
seminate the explosion in A I D S activism through alternative forms of media
production and circulation.?? Like other affinity groups in ACT U P, these
video collectives operated relatively autonomously within the movement.
They insistedonmaintainingafluid, process-orientedmethodof production
thatbalancedthe freedomof individualvideomakers to choose howthey shot
their footage with the collective decision making of the editing process.?3
Despite some initial resistance and skepticism from fellow ACT UP mem‑
bers who were most concerned with getting attention from the mainstream
media,video activists likeGreggBordowitz firmly understoodtheir practice
asaformof directaction itself.BordowitzandDavidMeieransaw themselves
asthe “Dziga Vertovs of our revolution,” videomakers whose media produc‑
tion formed partof the revolutionaryprocess,no tmerelyof itspost facto rep‑
resentation.24Bordowitzhasarguedthat “ i t becameclear that the production
of documentary overlaps with the efforts of political organizing. In order to
tear down the structures that house the ‘public discussion’ of AIDS, wehave
to buildalternative structures.”

The video activism around A C T UPwas influencedbyawide range of de‑
velopments in politically engaged media over the previous thirty years. In
summarizingthese influences,AlexandraJuhasz argues that theyall revolved
aroundanopposition to dominant mediaproductionandcirculation, stress‑
ing “the significance of self-expression, the politics of self-definition, the
powerof speaking‘inourownvoices.’”?° The major influencesonAIDS video
activism included the decolonizingculture of Third Cinema, the community
circulation of the American Underground Cinema, the reflexive turn in re‑
cent ethnographic film, the identity politics of feminist and lesbian and gay
film, and the developing infrastructure of alternative television.Technologi‑
cal innovation in film and video have of course contributed significantly to
all these movements, but the majordevelopments in video technology in the
1980s with the so-called camcorder revolution played a particularly crucial
role in facilitating new movements of media activism. The increased access
to media production and circulation provided by the cheap technologies of
the camcorder and the V C R revitalized alternative television practices after
the waning fortunes of guerilla television during the late1970s.”A I D S video
activists also found creative ways of accessing production resources, from
exploiting the professional media facilities available to anumberof them at
their jobs to buyingexpensive new cameras, shooting protests, and then re‑
turning the cameras forarefund.Veteranvideomakers like’DeeDeeHalleck,
an important member of the influential PaperTiger media/¢ollective, also
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provided the experiential bridge to the younger generation of video activ‑
ists, urgingthem to constitute their intervention through ‘hep
videos for targeted audiences andwith specificpurposes in mind.
interventionthus requiredusingalternativemodesof circulation,ratherthan
aspiring to breaki n t o the distribution structure of dominant media:(207).

The videomakers involvedin Testing the Limits and DIVATV understood
their practice in terms of three primaryfunctions: to producetheirownnews
service that could distribute coverage of actions within activistcommunities
and to progressive independentmedia outlets; to generatetheir own archive
sothat communities affectedbythe epidemicwould no t need to relyoncom‑
mercial news services to write their own history in the future; and to serveas
avideo witness whose presence might guard against any police misconduct
or abuse.28 These functions articulate three different manifestationsof bear‑
ing witness: to facilitate the testimony of the internalwitness addressed to
others affectedfor the purposeof affirmationandempowernent; to generate
testimony and evidence dedicated to future collective memory; and to serve
asan eyewitness or external witness in the juridical sense.

Since alternative A I D S media engendereda set of practices asdiverse as
A I D S activism itself,anexaminationof thevideo practices connectedto ACT
UPrequiresamorespecific term than A I D S activist video, whichappropriately
encompassesawide rangeof mediaproduction, includingworksdedicatedto
H I V prevention, civil rights advocacy, community outreach, and self-health
promotion. I have therefore chosen to name the body of videos analyzed in
this chapter “direct-action videos,” as they are all engaged in some form
of representational practice around the direct-action practices of ACT U R ,

the direct-action videos bears its own specificvisual and rhetoricalJogic,-all

vention of the talking head. Most significantly, these videos adoptastriking
proliferation of talking heads.They introduce many more speaking'subjects

agreat variety of speakers in terms of sex, sexuality, race, ethnicity,age,and
profession speaking in awide array of registers and framed in a‘numberof
different situations (e.g., interviews in officesandat demonstrations;discus‑
sions at the Monday night meeting of ACT UP/NewYork, and speeches and
addresses recordedat public events and actions).

Onageneral level, this multiplicationofvoices producedtwo effects cru‑
cial to the project of A I D S activism. First, it decentered authority:and dis‑



persed it among the numerous speaking subjects. This decentering of au‑
thority is also reflected in the collective authorship of many of the works.
Embodying the radical democratic and anarchist ethos of ACT UP and its
organization, direct-action video resisted the hierarchical structures of
broadcast news and television documentary, which use anchors, presenters,
reporters, and omniscient off-screen narrators to structure and frame the
speechandevents recordedbythe camera. It also rejectedthe moresubtle use
of talkingheadsas“part characters,partpresenters,” whichJohnCorner sees
as a major strategy of discursive organization in contemporary documen‑
tary practice, where the film or program continually returns to a particular
set of interviewees who gradually become both characters and presenters.29
Second, thevery proliferation of subjects given the opportunity to articulate
their perspectives,expertise,andopinions constructedanimageof emergent
community that remainedvitally important asacounterimage to the phobic
iconography of dominant representation, which consistently framed PWAs
in isolationandoutside their social contexts (eitheralone in hospitalbeds or
returnedto the fold of the nuclear family). Moreover, thesevideos offered the
opportunity for people affected by the epidemic to recognize their relation
to others also affected. Testing the Limits, for instance, produced its very
first video called Testing the Limits: N Y C (1987) precisely to connect disparate
groups and constituencies affected byAIDS. As Bordowitz declared: “Video
puts into play the means of recognizingone’s placewithin the movement in
relationto that of others in the movement. . . .The most significantchallenge
to the movement iscoalition building,becausetheAIDS epidemic hasengen‑
dered acommunity of peoplewho cannot afford not to recognize themselves
as acommunity and to act asone.”3° To ensure the collectivism of their first
project,Testing the Limits determined each edit of the video through acon‑
sensus decision among the group.

In their emphasis on community building and the articulation of em‑
powering relations between people directly affected by AIDS, these videos
refused the structures of address that the dominant representationof AIDS,
particularly in broadcast news, had maintained, where the audience is con‑
structed asan exclusionary general population.The activistswho constitute
the vast majority of speakers in direct-action video are invariably presented
in suchaway that their speech canbeunderstoodas.adirectaddress to those
most affected by the epidemic. Activists are therefore framed in two pre‑
dominant speaking positions. Much of the footage captures their speech
in the context of agroup meetingor action where they are seen addressing
otheractivists andpeopleassembled in publicspaces.The camera frequently
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cuts from this observational modeto amore interactive modewhere activists
speak directly to the camera, often right in the middle of anaction, demon‑
stration, or meeting (figure18). PatriciaZimmermann argues that this latter
mode of framing activist speech is no t interactive in the traditional docu‑
mentary sense that can be traced back to cinéma vérité and the ethos of Jean
Rouch’s Chronicle of aSummer (1960). Rather than privilege the camera as the
epicenter of action, out of which political confrontation and articulation are
produced, “theseworks figure cameras and representationsassocial andpo‑
liticalactors together with the subject.”31In direct-actionvideos, the camera
is seen to work alongside politicized subjects who clearly need neither the
provocation of the camera’s presence nor the inquiry of a media reporter to
enable and generate their testimony.

Many of the activists interviewed in these tapes speak directly into the
camera lens,which differentiates their testimony from the structures of ad‑
dress normally used in media interviews, in which the speaker’s address is
mediated through his or her implied conversation with an interviewer who
stands alongside the camera. Compelling the speaker’s line of vision to be
directed either slightly to the left or to the right of the camera, such indirect
address to a media audience facilitates the containment of minority speech
through the regulated discursive space of conventional documentary and
news forms. In other words, the subject’s speech is mediated through his
or her discursive and spatial relations to areporter, interviewer, or news an‑
chor. However, the presentation of many speakers in direct address to the



camera in direct-action video occurs, I would argue, for two reasons. First,
most activists interviewedadhere to their media training in ACT UP,which
stressed the need to bypass or neutralize the mediation of the mass media
machineasmuchaspossible. As the activist and former network television
producer Ann Northrop is heard reiteratingat one point in Stop the Church:
“Not to themedia,but through themedia!”Directaddresswas understoodin
ACT UPand itsvideo collectives asitselfamanifestationof the direct-action
ethos.The secondreasonfor this prominentuseof directaddresswouldseem
to stem from more practical considerations. Videomakers recording dem‑
onstrations frequently found themselves to bethe ones holding the camera
and asking the questions of the activists they encountered, thus creating a
speakingsituation in which direct addresswas virtually inevitable.32
This construction of an imagined spatial relationof copresence between

speaker and viewer in direct-address testimony points to the significanceof
space in A IDS activistvideo. AsI havediscussed earlier in this chapter, tele‑
vision news anddocumentary formsconstructSpatializedpower relations in
whichahegemonic “here” is pittedagainstathreatening “there.” In thecon‑
text of AIDS, this binaryhasall too oftenbeenplayedou tasthewhite hetero‑
normative general population, embodied bythe presumed normality shared
by the newscaster in his (o r sometimes her) studio and the viewer at home,
needing to protect itself from contamination byanabject abnormality, out
“there” in the innercity (the locus for infectiousurbanqueerness, dangerous
femininity, and threatening blackness) or in Africa (the imagined cradle of
the epidemic).33 The various textual mediations of television reportingallow
that threatening otherness to bekept at bay from the general population
and contained “out there.” Direct-action video, on the other hand, explic‑
itly rebukes such spatialization by insisting that the construction of a tex‑
tual “here” begrounded in apublic space that the activists defiantlyoccupy,
whether it beSt.Patrick’sCathedral,Wall Street,or theNationalInstitutesof
Health (thesewere three of ACT UP’smajor actions). Bymakinga spectacle
of their speech in public space, A IDS activists testifiedagainst the reduction
of the social by neoconservative politics, which continues to push for the
privatizationof no t only culture but also social provision.
Through itsuseof hand-heldcameras that functionasfellowsocialactors

in the activist body, direct-action video produces its own particular form of
mimesis,which Iwillcall its effectof “embodiedimmediacy.” Sucha senseof
immediacy in the hereand nowof ACT UP’s occupation of symbolicallyand
institutionallypowerfulpublicspacesdemonstratesaliberatingresistanceto
the discourse of containment.This juncture between the useof public space

and the discursive mediation of the public sphere is critical to an under‑
standing of how direct-action video functioned performatively.** Although
weunderstand the public sphere to bean increasingly dematerialized and
bynow largely imagined space in postmodern, late capitalist societies, the
occupationof materialpublic spacebylivingbodiescontinues to beacritical
politicalstrategy in that dematerializedpublicsphere. In itsembodiedimme‑
diacyand recordingof the dynamic occupationof public space,direct-action
video participates in what Jane Gaines terms the “politicalmimesis” of com‑
mitted documentary.?5 In working through one of documentary film’s per‑
petual mythologies ‐that it has “the power to change the world” ‐Gaines
concludes that weneed to examine the sensual aspects of politically com‑
mitteddocumentary asmuchasitsanalyticalones: “Thewhole rationalebe‑
hinddocumentingpoliticalbattles on film, asopposed to producingwritten
records, is to make strugglevisceral, to gobeyond the abstractly intellectual
to produceabodily swelling” (91).While careful to retain the imperative to
foster politicalconsciousness through intellectualmeans,Gaines argues for
the needtovalue thepotentialaffectivepowerof imagesthat depict the bodily
movementand struggle of those involved in politicaldirect action.
Gaines’s conception of political mimesis points to the performative as‑

pect of direct-action video. The activists’ demands articulated asa form of
political testimony emanate from bodies that physically put themselves on
the line for their own survival. Peoplewith AIDS and their fellow activists
are seen risking arrest and possible police brutality by literally layingdown
their bodies to occupy public spaceanddisrupt its functioning (figure19).By
bringingviewers into the midst of the activist body through its effect of em‑
bodiedimmediacy,direct-actionvideo bothimplicatesviewers in themainte‑
nanceof the socialand, in the processof politicalmimesis,affectivelymoves
them to takeaction. Asegmentof D IVATV’s TargetCity Hall (1989) illustrates
this particularlywell: thecamera followsCHER,anACTUPaffinitygroup,as
it collectivelydecidesexactlywhen is the rightmoment to initiateacts of civil
disobediencebyblockingtraffic in front of CityHall.3¢Positionedin the cen‑
ter of the circle of activists, the camera spins around to catch each newvoice
that enters the deliberation.The momentum to act is viscerally felt through
the embodied immediacy of the camera at that moment. Having learned
well the lessons of earlier social movements, ACT UP always vitally under‑
stood the magnitude that grounds speech when the body that articulates it
acts up in civil disobedience and disrupts “business asusual.”*” In ACT UP
demonstrations, the specificdemandsof the groupwere explicitlyunderwrit‑
ten by activists’ bodies simultaneously bearing witness to their continued
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therethos of such dominant mediawith régard tothe authority of talking
heads: “Theywould rather provide platforms for researchers and scientists
that they feel comfortablewith.”
In a confirmation of Wright’s analysis of agenda-setting news coverage

during the early 1990s, which he argued marginalized perspectives from
those most affected by AIDS, McKean comments, “So what does America
get? The impression that is created is that here’s Louis Sullivan saving the
world and here’s this angry activist. Basically,Iwas allowed to speak three
times.” The sequence in Voicesfrom the Front concludes with amanipulation
of Sullivan’s speech; asheclaims to bedoingeverythingpossible, the image
and soundtrack slow down to agradual halt, distortinghis voice and bring‑
inghis speechvisibly toastandstill, offeringapotentdevice to represent the
inactionof GeorgeH. Bush’sadministration.
Direct-actionvideo consistentlyworked to breakdown the regulatory bi‑

naries governingdominantAIDS representation, such ashere/there, honor‑
ific/repressive,normal/abnormal,expert/victim, innocence/guilt,andgeneral
population/riskgroup.Accomplishingthis endentailednotonlychallenging
concrete instances of dominant A IDS representation from broadcastmedia
but also reconfiguringthe discursive spacewithin which one could speak of
A IDS . Direct-action videos achieved this through a complex reworking of
rhetoricalconventions, includingthepowerfulcombinationof directaddress
and the political mimesis of demonstration footage.When that discursive
spacewas mapped onto the physical spaces of distribution and exhibition,
the possible limits of such reconfiguration became more apparent. Video‑
makers fought hard to screen their work in both mainstream and alterna‑
tive contexts, yet they found far greater success in reaching the latter. Ulti‑
mately,mostdirect-actionvideos functionedmoreeffectively in buildingand
sustainingactivism in communities already most affected by the epidemic
than in directly influencingthe discursive space of mainstreammedia in the
United States. The latter consistently rejected any reconfigured discursive
space asunreadablewithin its own signifying system ‐ the work supposedly
lackedthe ideologicallychargedrequirementsof broadcaststandardproduc‑
tion values, media balance, andauthoritative sources.
The usefulness of direct-action video for A IDS activists themselves in‑

creasingly becamea focus of debate asthe structures of feeling in the move‑
ment shifted from the optimism of the late 1980s to the despair of the early
1990s. In a 1994speech entitled “De-moralizingRepresentations of AIDS,”
Douglas Crimp criticized Voicesfrom the Front for what hesaw to beits con‑
tinued reliance on adiscourse of heroic militancy at a time when it had be‑

tis fl ud i i a! i a l

come imperativeto:acknowledge'the psychic toll of sustainingoptimismin
the faceof anepidemicbythenrecognizedaspermanent,at leastforhisgen‑
eration’s lifetime. In valorizing GreggBordowitz’s autobiographical video
Fast Trip, Long Drop (1993) for its “self-representation of our demoralization,”
Crimp noted that “the rhetoricsweemploymust befaithful to our situation
at this moment rather than what seemed true and useful last time we set to
work.”5° The practices of direct-action video had in fact waned bythe mid‑
1990s aschapters of ACT UPacross the United States fractured under the
stress of multiple loss,activistburnout,andthe risingconflictsbetweenpro‑
fessionalized treatment activists, universal healthcare advocates, and H I V
dissidents.5t However, the direct-action strategies of ACT UPand its video
collectives did influence the burgeoningsocial movements for global equity
that came together most visibly in the 1999 Seattle protests.5?While global
activist video productions like The FourthWorld War (BigNoise Films, 2003)
borrowedmanyof the formal strategies developedbyA IDS activistvideo col‑
lectives,the IndependentMediaCenter (Indymedia)exploitedboththemedia
convergence and the participatory networks of the Internet to revolutionize
the nonconventional forms of mediadistributionusedbyA IDSvideo collec‑
tives.53 Direct-action videos specifically focused on A IDS would eventually
reappearafter the tu rn of the millenniumaspart of a new globalmovement
of A IDS treatment activism that connectedactivists across the globalNorth/
South divide in the fight for equitable access to effectiveantiretroviral thera‑
i e s .

° The influence of earlier direct-action videos is apparent in Pills, Profits,
Protest: Chronicle of the Global AIDS Movement (2005), produced by U.S.-based
activists Anne-Christine d’Adesky, Shanti Avirgan, and AnnT. Rossetti.The
embodied immediacyof scenes shot at demonstrations, rallies,andprotests
situates the viewer within the space of political action. The discursive au‑
thority of the video’s talking heads is shared amongadiverse rangeof activ‑
ists, community healthworkers, N G O officials, politicallyengageddoctors,
lawyers, and journalists. When institutionally powerful voices are heard,
suchasPeterPiot (thedirector of UNAIDS)andColinPowellspeakingat the
UnitedNations (UN)GeneralAssembly SpecialSession (UNGASS) onAIDS
in June 2001, their declarations of global commitment andactionare explic‑
itly reframed by the comments of A IDS activists outside the UN building,
which are insertedbeforeandafter their speeches.Such“book-ending” visu‑
alizes the argument offered byAlan Berkman of the Health GAP Coalition,
who points out that the special session only came about because of activist
pressure from below, that is to say, from inside the pandemic butoutside the
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