
David Kirby died surrounded by his family. But Therese Frare’s photograph of the 32-year-
old man on his deathbed did more than just capture the heartbreaking moment. It 
humanized AIDS, the disease that killed Kirby, at a time when it was ravaging victims 
largely out of public view. Frare’s photograph, published in LIFE in 1990, showed how the 
widely misunderstood disease devastated more than just its victims. It would be another 
year before the red ribbon became a symbol of compassion and resilience, and three years 
before President Bill Clinton created a White House Office of National AIDS Policy. 

https://www.life.com/history/behind-the-picture-the-photo-that-changed-the-face-of-
aids/
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A colored transmission electron micrograph of the H.I.V. virus, in green, attaching to a 
white blood cell, in orange. This is the type of white blood cell that HIV attacks, CD4 cells. 
CD4 cells play an important role in the immune system. Your CD4 cell count gives you an 
indication of the health of your immune system – your body's natural defense system 
against pathogens, infections and illnesses. CD4 cells are sometimes also called T-cells, T-
lymphocytes, or helper cells.
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https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/fact-sheet

A human white blood cell, blue, under attack by H.I.V., in yellow.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/05/health/hiv-aids-cure.html

The Spanish Influenza of 1918 killed between 20-50 million for comparison.
SARS-CoV-2 has killed 7 million people globally
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A retrovirus is  different because it inserts its genome into the host’s genome, thus 
becoming a part of the host cells. 

HIV is a retrovirus and integrates into human DNA shortly after infection, making it difficult 
for the immune system to detect and eliminate the virus

Retroviruses carry  a unique protein called reverse transcriptase (made by the Pol gene in 
HIV) that is responsible for turning the RNA genome into DNA. This newly synthesized DNA 
is then cut and pasted into the host cell DNA, and the host cell gets tricked into making a 
large number of proteins for the virus. The most common retrovirus is the human 
immunodeficiency virus or HIV, which conveys an idea of how dangerous retroviruses are. 
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SIV – simian immune virus

HIV evolved from SIV not once but several times. 

There are two forms of human AIDS virus, human immunodeficiency virus types 1 and 2 
(HIV-1 and HIV-2). 

Related simian immunodeficiency viruses (SIVs) are found in more than 30 species of 
primates in sub-Saharan Africa; each species has its own form of SIV. HIV-1 is classified into 
three groups, M, N, O. and P. HIV-1 strains are closely related to SIVcpz/s, from the 
chimpanzee subspecies Pan troglodytes SARS-CoV-2
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Pol is an HIV gene that makes enzymes that help transcribe the RNA of HIV into the DNA of 
the host cell. Pol also helps reassemble the HIV viruses made in the host
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https://www.hiv.lanl.gov/content/sequence/HelpDocs/subtypes-more.html
https://www.hiv.lanl.gov/content/sequence/HIV/CRFs/CRFs.html

HIV-1 is classified into three groups, M, N, O. and P. 

Group M is the most common and originated from chimp SIV
Group N is rarer and derived from chimp SIV closely related to Group M.
Group O is derived from a spillover of gorilla SIV. 
Group P is derived from a spillover of a chimp-gorilla SIV
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Each of the major HIV 1 subtypes are present in Africa and Kinshasa, a Congo city 
considered an early focal point for the spread of HIV.

Hemelaar, J., Elangovan, R., Yun, J., Dickson-Tetteh, L., Fleminger, I., Kirtley, S., ... & Shao, Y. 
(2019). Global and regional molecular epidemiology of HIV-1, 1990–2015: a systematic 
review, global survey, and trend analysis. The Lancet infectious diseases, 19(2), 143-155.
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Giovanetti M, Ciccozzi M, Parolin C, Borsetti A. Molecular Epidemiology of HIV-1 in African 
Countries: A Comprehensive Overview. Pathogens. 2020 Dec 21;9(12):1072. doi: 
10.3390/pathogens9121072. 

This figure show the HIV-1 Group M subtypes in Africa
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Note that the four groups of humans at the bottom represent the four spillover events of 
SIV into humans that formed the Groups M, N, O and P of the HIV-1 virus. 

Monkeys, not chimpanzees, a primate, are where HIV began.  Red-capped mangabeys and 
greater spot-nosed monkeys were eaten by chimpanzees. Chimps acquired SIV, the simian 
immunodeficiency virus, from these monkeys. When humans hunted, cleaned and 
consumed chimpanzees, the virus jumped into the human population.  But as the figure on 
the left communicates, it was far more complex than this and there were multiple jumps or 
spillovers occurred between chimps and humans and gorillas and humans. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/02/science/two-strains-of-hiv-cut-vastly-different-
paths.html
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King Leopold II of Belgium sought to establish Belgium as an imperial power. He led the 
first European efforts to develop the Congo River basin, making possible the formation in 
1885 of the Congo Free State, annexed in 1908 as the Belgian Congo and now the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Although he played a significant role in the 
development of the modern Belgian state, he was also responsible for widespread 
atrocities committed under his rule against his colonial subjects.

14



https://www.blackhistorymonth.org.uk/article/section/real-stories/the-history-of-aids-in-
africa/

Vance, M. A. (2019). Conflicting Views in Narratives on HIV Transmission via Medical Care. 
Journal of the International Association of Providers of AIDS Care (JIAPAC), 18, 
2325958218821961.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6748459/
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/colonialism-in-africa-helped-
launch-the-hiv-epidemic-a-century-ago/2012/02/21/gIQAyJ9aeR_story.html

Haitians spoke French like the Belgians

Haitian workers went to work in the newly independent Congo in the 1960s. They went 
because the Belgians who had ruled over the Congo spoke French, and many Haitians 
spoke French. Haitian civil servants were recruited by the United Nations. They filled many 
of the jobs vacated by the Belgians when they left. Later, when Congo changed 
governments again, the Haitians were told to leave so that native Congolese could have 
their jobs. However, some of the Haitians had acquired HIV while in the Congo and took it 
back to Haiti.
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https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1987/10/28/issue.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1987/10/28/us/boy-s-1969-death-suggests-aids-invaded-us-
several-times.html
https://www.stlmag.com/The-Pre-Pandemic-Puzzle/

Robert R.’s HIV was a rare, early strain—almost identical to the strain researchers first 
identified in Paris, but not the strain that became known in the late 1970s and continues to 
spread AIDS worldwide. Robert R.’s case teaches us something important about the history 
of the retrovirus. Rather than making a single blitzkrieg attack, HIV started with guerilla 
warfare. There may have been several different strains of the virus at low levels making 
incursions in different countries, At some point one of those strains got established, and 
that’s what spread the pandemic
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In Haiti, HIV spread because a Miami-based plasma company operating there did not 
observe proper medical protocols. Like here in the US and in many countries, the poor 
often sell their plasma (the clear component of your blood) for money. HIV-infected poor 
in Haiti sold their plasma to a company called Hamo-Caribbean. HIV made its way to the US 
in plasma sent to doctors and hospitals. Some of the first people to get HIV were 
hemophiliacs, who depended upon plasma to lessen the impacts of their illness. Plasma is 
used to obtain clotting factor, a compound given to hemophiliacs, who lack clotting factor 
in their own blood. In the 1970s through the 1980s, HIV began appearing in four groups 
here in the US, among Haitians who had immigrated to Florida, hemophiliacs who had 
used contaminated plasma, gay men, and heroin users. The operation paid inadequate 
attention to the safety of the donors and to screening of plasma for diseases and, 
combined with the deficiency in sterile supplies and techniques characteristic of health-
care delivery in impoverished lands, that would create another “perfect storm” for HIV 
spread

19



https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1985-04-21-8501150319-story.html

https://www.palmbeachpost.com/article/20101219/NEWS/812033220

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pKNh_7P4pwM
Start video at 1:35
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FwaWZMd75hg
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This is the woman who identified the first cases in India

Thirty years ago, India discovered the dreaded HIV virus had reached its shores when blood 
samples from six sex workers tested positive. It was largely due to the efforts of one young 
scientist - but until now, her pioneering work has been all but forgotten. When it was first 
suggested she screen people for HIV/Aids, Sellappan Nirmala balked.  It was at the end of 
1985 and the 32-year-old microbiology student at the medical college in Chennai (Madras), 
was looking for a topic for her dissertation. The idea came from her professor and mentor, 
Suniti Solomon. Formal tracking of Aids cases had begun in the United States in 1982 and 
the medical authorities in India didn't want to be caught napping if the disease reached 
India. But at the time, the idea of that happening was widely considered "unthinkable", 
Nirmala recalls.  The press at the time wrote that HIV was a disease of the "debauched 
West" where "free sex and homosexuality" were prevalent. Indians, on the other hand, 
were portrayed as heterosexual, monogamous and God-fearing. 
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https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-37183012

Indian press saw HIV as a disease of the "debauched West" where "free sex and 
homosexuality" were prevalent. Indians, on the other hand, were portrayed as 
heterosexual, monogamous and God-fearing. 
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Ryan White, a teenager from Indiana, USA who acquired AIDS through contaminated blood 
products used to treat his hemophilia was banned from school. On 8 April 1990, Ryan 
White died of an AIDS-related illness aged 18.

Terrified Americans wanted someone to blame. Federal health officials said homosexuals, 
Haitians, hemophiliacs and heroin users were all victims — thus effectively calling them all 
carriers. Many individuals felt the sting of suspicion, including Ryan White, a 13-year-old 
hemophiliac bullied and barred from middle school after he contracted H.I.V. from a blood-
clotting factor.
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https://aeon.co/ideas/the-seductive-lie-of-patient-zero-and-the-outbreak-narrative

Gaetan Dugas was not the first person to spread HIV in North America. In 2016, 
evolutionary biologists announced that the virus likely came to New York City in 1971 and 
was linked to viral isolates then circulating in Haiti and other Caribbean countries.  Gaetan 
Dugas acquired the virus domestically, in the US, rather than bringing it to the US from the 
Caribbean.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/27/health/hiv-patient-zero-genetic-analysis.html

In the tortuous mythology of the AIDS epidemic, one legend never seems to die: Patient 
Zero, a.k.a. Gaétan Dugas, a globe-trotting, sexually insatiable French Canadian flight 
attendant who supposedly picked up H.I.V. in Haiti or Africa and spread it to dozens, even 
hundreds, of men before his death in 1984. Mr. Dugas was once blamed for setting off the 
entire American AIDS epidemic, which traumatized the nation in the 1980s and has since 
killed more than 500,000 Americans. But after a new genetic analysis of stored blood 
samples, bolstered by some intriguing historical detective work, scientists on Wednesday 
declared him innocent. The strain of H.I.V. responsible for almost all AIDS cases in the 
United States, which was carried from Zaire to Haiti around 1967, spread from there to 
New York City around 1971, researchers concluded in the journal Nature. From New York, 
it spread to San Francisco around 1976. The new analysis shows that Mr. Dugas’s blood, 
sampled in 1983, contained a viral strain already infecting men in New York before he 
began visiting gay bars in the city after being hired by Air Canada in 1974.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grethe_Rask#Illness_and_death_(1975%E2%80%931977)
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HIV positive person in Myammar receiving treatment for infection of the eye with 
cytomegalovirus
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https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/livingwithhiv/opportunisticinfections.html
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11904-016-0318-8
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As of November 16, 2024, there have been no reported executions in Uganda under the 
Anti-Homosexuality Act, which was enacted in May 2023. This law includes provisions for 
the death penalty in cases of "aggravated homosexuality," but no such sentences have 
been carried out to date. However, the legislation has led to increased discrimination and 
violence against LGBTQ+ individuals in Uganda.

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/29/world/africa/uganda-anti-lgbtq-law-charges.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/19/health/uganda-lgbtq-hiv.html
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Early 1980s, in Uganda, doctors reported cases of a new, fatal wasting disease 
locally known as 'slim’. 

https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1488954/hiv-aids-fight-started-Uganda

http://endeavors.unc.edu/the_first_sparks_of_the_aids_epidemic
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https://www.blackhistorymonth.org.uk/article/section/real-stories/the-history-of-aids-in-
africa/
2014 UNAIDS 90-90-90

38



HIV/AIDS Prevalence in Africa, 2004
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6411307_Worldmapper_The_Human_Anatom
y_of_a_Small_Planet
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https://ourworldindata.org/hiv-aids
https://www.healthdata.org/research-analysis/library/subnational-mapping-hiv-incidence-
and-mortality-among-individuals-aged-15

Both maps show data from 2019
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https://www.blackhistorymonth.org.uk/article/section/real-stories/the-history-of-aids-in-
africa/
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This is the video The Lazarus Effect, from 2010. It conveys the dramatic impact pf the low-
cost to free HIV drugs in Africa. How did we get to this point? From where HIV was a death 
sentence to one in which it could be a disease to be controlled? 

Start at 4:30
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HIV infections have dropped by 73 percent in the past 40 years in the US



Protease inhibitors prevent viral replication by selectively binding to viral proteases and 
blocking production of protein precursors that are necessary for the production of new 
viral particles.
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This film documents the social protest and activism that sped up the process of testing and 
making available HIV drugs
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CSOs are non-governmental organizations that operate independently from the 
government and for-profit businesses. CSOs include grassroots organizations, advocacy 
groups, charities, non-profits, community-based organizations, and think tanks
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZ42XmzAzJQ&t=76s&ab_channel=BillGates
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/05/world/asia/thailand-aids-overpopulation-
mechai.html
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https://journalistsresource.org/economics/colonial-law-hiv-africa-women/
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https://www.livehistoryindia.com/story/eras/ciple-pharma
http://breakthrough.unglobalcompact.org/briefs/cipla-indias-robin-hood-of-drugs-yusuf-
hamied/
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Since 1972, Indian Government policy has dictated that, in food and health, you cannot 
patent a product; you can only patent a process.  Cipla and other drug companies reverse 
engineer medicines, they take a drug and figure out a way to make it through a different 
process. Then this drug can be sold as a generic without breaking patent laws. But it is not 
an entirely unproblematic enterprise politically economically. 

https://www.livehistoryindia.com/story/eras/ciple-pharma
http://breakthrough.unglobalcompact.org/briefs/cipla-indias-robin-hood-of-drugs-yusuf-
hamied/
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/14/health/pepfar-hiv.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/08/opinion/aids-pepfar-bush.html
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https://ourworldindata.org/hiv-aids
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/16/opinion/prep-hiv-aids-drug.html

American taxpayers and private charities — not Gilead — paid for almost all of the clinical 
research used to develop Truvada as PrEP. 
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Patchwork of health insurance, Medicaid, assistance programs from Gilead can reduce the 
price, especially for Truvada since it is now a generic
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/22/business/gilead-hiv-drug-tenofovir.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/22/health/hiv-prep-truvada-descovy.html
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https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/fact-sheet

Achieving the 90–90–90 target results in a minimum of 73% of people living with HIV 
having suppressed viral loads. At the end of 2019, 14 countries three regions had achieved 
the 73% target—Australia, Botswana, Cambodia, Eswatini, Ireland, Namibia, the 
Netherlands, Rwanda, Spain, Switzerland, Thailand, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/08/health/unaids-declaration-patents.html
Roberts, L. (2021). How COVID is derailing the fight against HIV, TB and malaria. Nature, 
597(7876), 314-314

In 2020, across Africa and Asia HIV testing fell over 40% due to Covid disruptions
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https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/08/opinion/hiv-aids-covid.html

The HIV-AIDS pandemic helped us respond better to SARS-CoV-2…
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..but HIV-AIDS is far from over

More than science is needed – the challenge is also social, political, and economic
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https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/hivaids/
https://thepath.unaids.org/
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/17/health/child-hiv-kenya-africa.html
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https://science.sciencemag.org/content/369/6510/1419.abstract

The social processes of stigmatization can spur the spread of disease. 

Stigmatization is compounded when the person or population is already 
marginalized.
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Uganda
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Msomi, Nokukhanya, Richard Lessells, Koleka Mlisana, and Tulio de Oliveira. "Africa: tackle 
HIV and COVID-19 together." (2021): 33-36.
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https://map.aidsvu.org/prev/county/rate/none/none/usa?geoContext=national
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/06/magazine/americas-hidden-hiv-epidemic.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/01/opinion/hiv-aids-rural-america.html
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After a hepatitis C and H.I.V. outbreak in Scott County, Ind., in 2014 and 2015 that was 
fueled by deindustrialization and opioids.

Hepatitis C is also epidemic and a more pervasive problem than HIV 

https://www.indystar.com/story/news/2016/04/08/year-after-hiv-outbreak-austin-still-
community-recovery/82133598/
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https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/27/health/condoms-hiv-prevention.html
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https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2024/p1112-sti-slowing.html
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https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/06/ending-aids-these-three-places-show-
epidemic-far-over
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/06/russia-s-hivaids-epidemic-getting-worse-not-
better
https://www.avert.org/professionals/hiv-around-world/eastern-europe-central-asia/russia

Few on ART so more AIDS deaths and new infections 
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HIV took off in Russia in the mid-1990s, later than in Western European countries

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/06/russia-s-hivaids-epidemic-getting-worse-not-
better
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9994792/
https://www.dw.com/en/russian-hiv-epidemic-at-a-tipping-point/a-36594412

Recent evidence suggests that HIV-AIDS  has become a more generalized epidemic and less 
concentrated in high risk populations
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/21/world/europe/russia-wagner-group-hiv-prisoners-
ukraine.html
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https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/06/ending-aids-these-three-places-show-
epidemic-far-over
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Compared with other U.S. states, Florida has a big problem. Georgia has the highest rates 
of new infection, but half the population of Florida. New York has a larger infected 
population, but has a lower death rate and fewer new infections. 

Cohen, Jon. "The Sunshine State's dark cloud." (2018): Science 360(6394) 1176-1179.

DOI: 10.1126/science.360.6394.1176
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Cohen, Jon. "The Sunshine State's dark cloud." (2018): Science 360(6394) 1176-1179.

DOI: 10.1126/science.360.6394.1176

https://www.science.org/content/article/we-re-mess-why-florida-struggling-
unusually-severe-hivaids-problem
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Florida has been slow to approve needle and syringe exchange programs compared to the 
other 45 states that have them
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Ndung’u, T., McCune, J. M., & Deeks, S. G. (2019). Why and where an HIV cure is needed 
and how it might be achieved. Nature, 576(7787), 397-405.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1841-8
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https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240038608

Adults who have taken ART in the past are more likely to have HIV that is resistant to the 
drugs
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Lenacapavir is a capsid inhibitor that disrupts multiple stages of the HIV lifecycle, 
including viral assembly, release, and capsid core formation. By targeting the viral 
capsid, it impedes the virus's ability to replicate and infect new cells.

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/02/health/lenacapavir-hiv-shot-prep.html
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https://science.sciencemag.org/content/367/6478/611.summary
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/news-events/nih-and-partners-launch-hiv-vaccine-efficacy-
study
https://www.hiv.gov/blog/final-hiv-research-highlights-aids-2020
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-02840-5

mRNA vaccines and traditional vaccines that stimulate the production of neutralizing 
antibodies are being tested
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https://lsa.umich.edu/history/history-at-
work/reverbeffect/episode3/episode3_transcript.html
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https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/operation-denver-kgb-and-stasi-disinformation-
regarding-aids
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https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/operation-denver-kgb-and-stasi-disinformation-
regarding-aids
https://sites.ecu.edu/cwis/2023/03/
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Nattrass, N. (2013). Understanding the origins and prevalence of AIDS conspiracy beliefs in 
the United States and South Africa. Sociology of Health and Illness, 35(1), 113-129.
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Start 7:34 minutes in for segment on how the Russian KGB conducted a fake news 
campaign to malign the US and make it look like it was responsible for making and 
deploying the HIV virus as a biological weapon. Some African Americans as well as Africans 
expressed belief in this conspiracy theory, the idea that the US had made HIV in a lab to kill 
gays and people of color became viral in this pre-Internet time.  
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https://www.nature.com/news/south-africa-ushers-in-a-new-era-for-hiv-1.20253
https://www.newsweek.com/thabo-mbeki-south-africa-hiv-aids-436012

Nattrass, N. (2013). Understanding the origins and prevalence of AIDS conspiracy beliefs in 
the United States and South Africa. Sociology of Health and Illness, 35(1), 113-129.
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https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/magazine/spr09aids/

The HIV as US bioweapon conspiracy theory had large impacts in South Africa, a highly 
segregated society until official apartheid policies were dismantled in 1994
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