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How Homophobia in Texas Impacted Its Approach to AIDS
The HIV/AIDS epidemic has been coupled with stigma since its first outbreak in 1981. This global pandemic was quickly politicized, especially inside of the United States, beginning with how Former President George H.W. Bush approached it. The main narrative that was presented in the midst the outbreak of the HIV/AIDS epidemic was that it was a “gay man’s disease,” which resulted in many negative effects. First, it led to further stigmatization of gay individuals, as well as rampant homophobia being more obvious than ever throughout the country. Secondly, it spread misinformation that only gay men were able to get this disease, thus were the only ones at risk of contracting it. The politicization of this epidemic was harmful to the overall perception of it because the public were blinded by what our former president was saying – or what he wasn’t saying – and weren’t aware of how dire this disease truly was. While homophobia remained rampant throughout the heights of this epidemic and continue at unprecedented numbers today, there was a pivotal moment at a peak of the HIV/AIDS epidemic that changed the path of public perception and media representation: in 1991, Earvin “Magic” Johnson announced that he was HIV-positive. This was a groundbreaking announcement because it opened peoples’ eyes to the fact that anyone could contract HIV/AIDS. This wasn’t a “gay man’s disease,” but a deadly disease for everyone. Even though it was now known that anyone could get HIV/AIDS, homophobia remained rampant throughout the country. One state in particular that has had both a historical and a current run of homophobia, known nationally, is Texas. In Texas, homophobia has gotten in the way of people learning about the HIV/AIDS epidemic and has continued to stigmatize LGBTQ+ individuals for decades. 
Amidst the mass amounts of homophobia present in Texas surrounding AIDS were gay rights activists fighting for their own lives and the lives of their loved ones. One of these activists was radio producer JD Doyle. While his advocacy didn’t solely revolve around AIDS, he highly contributed to gay activism in Texas in many different ways. He contributed to multiple music-based radio segments, focusing on historically significant gay and lesbian music artists. His contribution to queer music spanned further than just the radio, having compiled a large collection of music by queer artists over decades – having them easily accessible on his online archive. He also began his own radio segment called OutRadio, focusing on more current queer artists. Outside of music, he started the Texas Obituary Project to share gay obituaries, including those dying from AIDS. While he traveled and worked across the country, he moved to Houston, Texas in September of 1981 – right at the beginning of the AIDS epidemic. While he never contracted AIDS himself, he had close friends and loved ones who both had AIDS and died from it. Due to his position as a gay man in Texas, he was witness to homophobia present amongst the AIDS epidemic, as well as having a place in the activism work to try and spread information to those at risk and provide resources to those who had AIDS.
No matter how much activism there was in Houston, there was still homophobia and hatred visibly spread throughout the state. It wasn’t just strangers to the dire consequences of AIDS, but the family and friends of those why died were homophobic, as well. There was a lot of stigma around AIDS, which is “why a lot of obituaries were not identified for the cause of death” (Doyle 2019). These obituaries would just focus on how the family wanted their life portrayed, rather than touching on them dying from AIDS to try and escape the social connotations the disease carried with it. While this is how some approached it, other “families never did obituaries, because they didn’t want people to know” that their loved ones “had died of AIDS” (Doyle 2019). These families avoided the public mention of the deaths altogether to try and mitigate speculation as to why they might have died. There was a clear pattern of not talking about why these people died, as well as families “[saying] friends are not invited to [the] service,” because they “didn’t want to be contaminated” (Doyle 2019). Approaching it this way allowed families to control how to mourn their loved ones, but it also increased the stigmatization attached to gay men and the thought that they can give AIDS to someone purely by touching them or breathing the same air as them. There are many examples of homophobia being present in these familial settings, but it isn’t just contained to those who had a personal connection to the victims. 
The social structure also supported homophobia, by not providing good or equal treatment to gay men or those who have AIDS. This hatred-filled foundation was backed by politicians who were supposed to protect their constituents. In Houston, arguably one of the most liberal cities in the southern United States, Mayor Kathy Whitmire “reluctantly [agreed] to support a referendum that prohibits the city from discriminating against gay and lesbian individuals in their hiring practices” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History). However, “the referendum [was] soundly defeated,” showing that politicians and city leaders didn’t try to protect LGBTQ+ individuals at all, nonetheless during this time in which social stigmatization is exponentially increased. This was a key point in Texas history that began a “long period of distrust and finger pointing among local politicians, gay and lesbian leaders and social service providers” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History). This isn’t a pattern that exists in just Texas, however. Throughout the whole AIDS epidemic, specifically around the rise of ACTUP, the “growing distrust of established experts… magnified” (Epstein 1996, p. 6). Because of this skepticism of growing corporate establishments and experts, someone had to step up to help spread information about safety that could be trusted. This prompted many LGBTQ+ activists to organize themselves to spread this needed information. They used bathhouses across the city as “AIDS education distribution points,” as well as “[producing] the first… Safe Sex Guide” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History) in the country. By shifting this leadership from these untrusted officials to activists who are personally affected by AIDS, information was able to be shared to other LGBTQ+ individuals and allies to try and help protect them. This was integral in the gay rights movement amongst the AIDS epidemic, because gay men were having almost all of the blame of AIDS put onto them but weren’t given useful and educational information to help protect themselves and loved ones.
Homophobia in Texas was not limited to the assumptions around the AIDS epidemic, it was around before the AIDS outbreak, and is still extremely present in the medical field and social spheres today. During the height of the epidemic, doctors would misdiagnose gay men, not knowing exactly what it is they had to diagnose. These diagnoses spanned from cancer to pneumonia (TWT), and even bronchitis, like JD Doyle mentioned when talking about his late partner. While misdiagnosis was an issue, there were also connections between HIV and other medical conditions that weren’t linked at first. For example, many men were diagnosed with Kaposi’s sarcoma within the first couple of years of the pandemic (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History), because “people infected with [HIV]… have the highest risk of Kaposi’s sarcoma” (Mayo Clinic). This further isolated some men, due to the “disfiguring purple spots on their face and body” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History), resulting in a support group forming at a local gay bar. As more was learned about AIDS, the more gay men were diagnosed correctly. With the increase in correct diagnoses came the metaphor of AIDS being seemingly militaristic, being seen as an “invasion of alien organisms” to which the body “[mobilized]… immunological ‘defenses’” (Sontag 1989, p. 9). The personifying of this specific disease as being something violent just adds more layers of negative stigmatization to it, allowing people to be even more scared of it than they already were. This thought process painted the picture of this being an aggressive disease that can attack and kill anyone. So with the increase in the diagnosis of this killing machine known as AIDS, the more intervention was needed to try and help reduce the amount of people contracting and dying from AIDS. Trying to make an effort, “the county judge and the mayor jointly [appointed] at least 4 different task forces to study the problem of AIDS” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History). This was a monumental move, particularly because the mayor hadn’t tried to help since the failed referendum. However, all of these task forces “[ended] with few recommendations and no actions” (Throughout! Houston’s GLBT History). The failure of four separate teams of people to try and recommend public health measures to protect the citizens of the city is inadequate, especially given the fact that city government “is responsible for providing care once a person becomes ill” (Throughout! Houston GLBT History) in Texas. If these city leaders don’t care about their people when they are healthy, before contracting a deadly disease, why would they suddenly care when they’re in the hospital about to die? The implementation of these task forces shows a failed veil of these politicians caring for the people, when they obviously don’t and are just trying to paint a good public image for themselves. Their lack of attempting to try and help those impacted by AIDS is very troubling, especially given the fact that “Houston became an AIDS epicenter with a record number of cases” (Abbas 2020, p. 2). Not only are these Houston residents who need public health attention, but it’s Houston’s own public officials who are responsible for providing them with the help they need. This lack of the city’s officials helping showed that they didn’t care about who they presumed were “gay men” who were dying from this disease. These people who were voted in to help and protect the City of Houston’s people put their homophobia in front of the lives of people. 
Public officials in Texas continually failed to protect Texas residents, as well as educate them, when it came to the AIDS epidemic. Texas is an extremely diverse state, with its population spanning racial, gender, and class divisions, as well as encompassing people living in rural to urban areas. Because of this, evaluating Texas allows a heterogeneous population to be observed amidst the AIDS epidemic. In the last 40 years, Texas’s AIDS cases have increased. In 1994, Texas had almost 24,000 reported cases of AIDS (Huber 1995, p. 240). In 2018, just over 27,000 cases were reported in Houston alone (AIDSVu). That means, in the span of 25 years, cases in just a single city in Texas were higher than the cases in all of Texas previously. In 2018, almost 92,000 people in Texas were living with HIV. This comparison allows it to be seen how bad AIDS has gotten in Texas and how little the state’s government has attempted to intervene and implement interventions themselves. And this trend has just continued. In the last couple of decades, “the epidemic’s epicenter has shifted from the coastal urban centers to the Southern United States” (Abbas 2020, p.1). While the country as a whole slowly became more involved in strategies to try to end the pandemic, Texas followed suit to try and lower their case numbers. In 2010, a US National HIV/AIDS Strategy was published. Following this, “Houston showcased innovation through various demonstration projects” (Abbas 2020, p. 5), aimed at attempting to bring attention to HIV/AIDS and focusing on ways to prevent it. These efforts have helped HIV/AIDS prevention in Houston over the past couple of years. Even more recently, Houston was one of the cities to sign with the Fast Track Cities Paris Declaration, “an initiative that seeks to end the HIV epidemic by 2030” (Abbas 2020, p. 5). This is a very important move for Houston because it is ranked 10th in cities across the country with rates of new HIV diagnoses. Additionally, Houston is an HIV hot spot, having “the highest diagnoses in Texas… and [their] annual numbers have remained similar since 2008” (Abbas 2020, p.5). While the initiatives Houston has taken shows that it’s trying to change its historical track record, they are currently suffering in their HIV/AIDS efforts. In the present-day, city officials are more willing to put resources out there to try and combat the bad case numbers Houston has. While this is an improvement from where Houston was at the beginning of the pandemic some 40 years ago, it still has a lot of improvement to make and has to navigate social stigmas still in place, both throughout the country and in Texas itself. 
Historically, Texas has been a conservative state with homophobic laws, including not protecting gay and lesbian individuals in cases of discrimination. Despite this, Houston has been a liberal bubble in this right-leaning state for decades, with many gay rights activists emerging and starting movements to fight for their right to safety and equality. Though the strong roots of activism in the city, Houston has been run by mayors and city leaders who don’t fight for the LGBTQ+ people who reside in it. This is more magnified when examining Houston’s response to the AIDS outbreak in the 1980s and 1990s, with the mayor not fighting to pass laws to protect gay and lesbian individuals from discrimination, or not trying to spread information to the public about risks AIDS posed to everyone. The American government created a narrative that AIDS was a gay man’s disease, and the way that both Houston and the whole of Texas approached the AIDS epidemic supported this flawed thinking practice, reinforcing the thought that AIDS purely affected gay men and no one else. This directly affected their response to the AIDS epidemic by leaving it to local activists to spread information to everyone about the risks of AIDS and safe sex practices to implement to ensure the safety of themselves and their loved ones. Since the beginning, Houston was a hot spot for AIDS, and that legacy has continued into today. The current standing of it being a hot spot is largely influenced by the American government’s portrayal of AIDS as being defeated and no longer present in the United States, despite the fact that it is still a pandemic affecting millions of people globally. More recently, Houston’s leaders have made an effort to try and combat the high levels of HIV/AIDS diagnoses, due to them being more left leaning than in the past and having more leadership throughout the city reflecting these more Democratic ideologies. Houston has joined the initiative to eradicate AIDS by 2030. Given how it has continued to be a hot spot for AIDS for years, this is quite a goal they have set for themselves. To accomplish this, years of stigmatization about the affected groups needs to be removed so that the public can understand that anyone is at risk for contracting HIV/AIDS. Until that can be done, there will always be controversy and stigma surrounding the AIDS epidemic and it cannot be eradicated until it is uniformly understood that anyone is at risk, not just gay men. 
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