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LEARNING FROM THE ROLE OF ART IN POLITICAL

ADVOCACY ON HIV/AIDS

STEVEN J. HOFFMAN, ANNEMARIE HOU, ANNIE JONES, JULIA WOO

This essay uses a mixed-methods ap-

proach combining scoping review,

thematic qualitative analysis, and

case study methodologies to identify

relationships between art and polit-

ical advocacy in the context of the

AIDS epidemic. Thirty-four relevant

articles were found through a com-

prehensive literature search focused

on social scientific analyses. Three

key themes were identified: address-

ing negative stereotypes; the impor-

tance of education; and giving voice

to individuals affected by HIV. The

significance of iconic artist Keith

Haring and two important artworks

related to HIV advocacy—the

Keiskamma Altarpiece and the Rib-

bon Project—are discussed, with

lessons distilled for the role that art

can play in political advocacy on

global health issues more broadly.

Cet essai utilise une approche à méthodes

mixtes combinant un examen de la portée,

une analyse qualitative thématique et des

méthodologies d’études de cas pour iden-

tifier les relations entre l’art et le plai-

doyer politique dans le contexte de l’épi-

démie de Sida. Trente-quatre articles perti-

nents ont été trouvés grâce à une recherche

documentaire complète axée sur les ana-

lyses scientifiques sociales. Trois thèmes-

clés ont été identifiés: lutter contre les sté-

réotypes négatifs; l’importance de l’édu-

cation; et donner la parole aux personnes

touchées par le VIH. L’importance de l’ar-

tiste emblématique Keith Haring et de

deux œuvres d’art importantes liées au

plaidoyer contre le VIH—le Retable de

Keiskamma et le Ribbon Project—sont

examinées afin d’en tirer des leçons sur

le rôle que l’art peut jouer plus largement

dans le plaidoyer politique sur les ques-

tions de santé mondiale.



INTRODUCTION

A
rtists and political advocates share a history of working to-
gether to foster awareness, action, and change. Renowned
novelist and Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison once claimed,

“All good art is political! And the ones that try hard not to be political
are political by saying, ‘We love the status quo’” (Nance, 2). Indeed,
the expressive nature of art gives artists the ability to stir controversy,
shed light on formerly neglected issues, and challenge the status quo
in a manner that is more moving and powerful than perhaps any other
medium of communication. Therefore, if we seek to catalyze transfor-
mative change through the power of art, it would be wise to take stock
of available opportunities and learn from past experiences where al-
liances of artists and advocates have achieved important and enduring
changes. In the global health context, there is no better example of a
successful partnership between art and political advocacy than the
AIDS movement, which has been one of the most successful health
movements of the 20th century. Activists employed various strategies
to advocate for increased research and funding, lower drug prices, and
social justice for people living with HIV—with art being a key strate-
gy. This means that the focus of this special issue of Imaginations
journal—scaling-up the life-saving potential of global vaccina-
tion—would benefit from examining the AIDS movement and under-
standing how such impactful strategic alliances among artists and ad-
vocates were nurtured.

Following the massive public paranoia surrounding what was initially
labelled as “gay-related immune deficiency” (AVERT) in the early
1980s, a combination of sweeping scientific discoveries and political
advocacy led to approval of the first antiretroviral treatment in 1987.
This was followed by the enactment of the Ryan White Comprehen-
sive AIDS Resources Emergency (CARE) Act in 1990, which in-
creased accessibility of care for low-income, uninsured Americans
living with HIV. The establishment of the Joint United Nations Pro-
gramme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and various non-profit organiza-
tions such as the American Foundation for AIDS Research (amfAR)
(focussed on research funding) and ACT UP (focussed on political ad-
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vocacy) throughout the 1980s and 1990s accelerated the effort to end
AIDS (AVERT). Although the AIDS epidemic continues to pose a de-
bilitating public health threat in many parts of the world, for the first
time the majority of people living with HIV are able to access treat-
ment (UNAIDS, World AIDS Day Report), people living with HIV
have a normal life expectancy (UNAIDS, World AIDS Day Report)
(Samji et al.; Johnson et al.), and AIDS-related deaths have decreased
by 30% since their peak in 2005 (UNAIDS, Global Report; AVERT).

The remarkable accomplishments of the AIDS campaign were in no
small part supported through the help of art. For instance, in 1990 a
photograph of David Kirby, a young man dying from AIDS, was pub-
lished in LIFE magazine (Cosgrove). The haunting image, taken by
journalism student Therese Frare, has been seen by more than one bil-
lion people around the world over the past three decades and has been
described by LIFE as “the photo that changed the face of AIDS” (Cos-
grove). The picture, taken at the request of Kirby’s family, was quick-
ly reproduced in hundreds of magazines, newspapers, and TV stories
worldwide. Another example is the use of art in the mobilization of
the Ribbon Project by the Visual AIDS Artists’ Caucus in 1991 (Ge-
oghegan). The red ribbons, which were deliberately not trademarked
in order to allow widespread use, quickly became an internationally
recognized symbol of solidarity and support for the AIDS crisis. The
colour red was chosen for its connection to blood and love, and a rib-
bon so that it would be easy to recreate and wear (Visual AIDS, “Red
Ribbon”). Both the photograph of David Kirby and the Ribbon Pro-
ject helped to bring visual expression and public representation to the
AIDS crisis at a time when awareness that many people were suffering
in silence needed to be significantly enhanced for the sake of saving
lives.

Although anecdotal examples such as these highlight the importance
of art in AIDS advocacy, to date only two papers have looked closely
at this relationship. In his 2008 essay on AIDS and artistic politics,
Tyrus Miller describes various strategies used by British and Ameri-
can visual artists to advocate for the rights of people living with HIV,
providing focussed criticism of mainstream media representations of
the AIDS crisis and the use of AIDS exemplars. Similarly, in 2010
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Niyi Awofeso and Anu Rammohan published an essay that uses glob-
al examples to illustrate the impact artists have had on HIV advocacy,
fundraising, health education, combatting misconceptions regarding
HIV, and protecting patients’ rights through the use of visual arts, mul-
timedia, poetry, and theatre. While both essays are fascinating exam-
ples of the power of art in fostering change, they mostly provide anec-
dotal examples of the role of art as opposed to a comprehensive re-
view of the literature, both published and unpublished. A review such
as this would help to create a more complete framework for how art
can influence advocacy and lead to the evaluation of the effectiveness
of different art modalities and strategies, while also shedding light on
how activists from other public health movements can utilize art simi-
larly to advocate for positive change.

Therefore, in this study we sought to undertake a scoping review and
qualitative thematic analysis of social scientific literature on the role
of art in political advocacy in the AIDS movement. Specifically, we
hoped to expand the current understanding of the relationship between
art and political advocacy by (1) undertaking a focussed attempt to ex-
plore a representative cross-section of the arts, including poetry, visual
art, music, film, and theatre; (2) conducting a comprehensive litera-
ture search; (3) using examples from available time periods as well as
different geographical regions; (4) examining peer-reviewed literature
such as quality assessment studies, randomized controlled trials, cross-
sectional surveys, and case studies, along with the grey literature; and
(5) consolidating findings from the literature search to create a frame-
work on how art can influence political advocacy. Readers from art,
art history, and visual culture will note the absence of a body of work
on art and AIDS from their disciplinary perspectives. A review of the
significant body of literature in those fields exceeds the scope of this
essay. Rather, our overall aim was to use the AIDS movement as a case
study in order to gain a better understanding of how art can be used in
global health advocacy.
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METHODS

T
he wide scope of the literature on the topic of art and AIDS
advocacy calls for numerous forms of evidence to be ana-
lyzed, from randomized controlled trials and quasi-experi-

ments to case-control studies, ethnographic analyses, and cross-sec-
tional studies. To encompass such a wide variety of article types, we
decided to use a mixed-methods approach by performing a scoping re-
view followed by a qualitative thematic analysis and an examination
of three short case studies. We believed that combining these three
methodologies would allow us to bring together a variety of study de-
signs and create as comprehensive a framework of the literature as
possible.

Scoping Review

A literature search was conducted in April 2016 using five electronic
databases: Google Scholar, Web of Science, EbscoHost, Proquest, and
Sage Pub. The generic search string used for each database is shown
in Figure 1.

(“Human Immunodeficiency Virus” OR “Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome” OR “HIV” OR
“AIDS)
AND
(“Visual art” OR “Photography” OR “Media art” OR “Performance art”
OR “Community art” OR “Theatre” OR “Theater” OR “Street art”
OR “Art exhibit” OR “Graffiti” OR “Photography” OR “Artistic”
OR “Artwork” OR “Poetry” OR “Poem” OR “Music” OR “Song” OR “Drama” OR “Dance”)
AND
(“Lobbying” OR “Lobby” OR “Advocacy” OR “Advocate” OR “Policy” OR “Change”
OR “Policy change” OR “Policymaking” OR “Activism” OR “Activist” OR “Educate”
OR “Education” OR “Awareness” OR “Stigma” or “Funds” OR “Fundraising” OR “Knowledge”)

Figure 1: Generic search string.

A chain sampling technique was used, whereby we searched the refer-
ence lists of relevant articles to identify further literature. Web of Sci-
ence was also used to search for others that have cited the relevant ar-
ticles, consistent with the pearl growing method, which is the process
of growing additional sources from a few initial grains. To ensure that
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this review included grey as well as peer-reviewed literature, we also
searched Google for blog entries, civil society or government reports,
and any other potentially relevant web pages.

Articles were included in the review if they discussed the role that par-
ticular forms of artwork or artists have played in advocating for the
AIDS movement in a political context. As noted earlier, the defini-
tion of art used is any medium with a visual element, including pho-
tography, visual art, theatre, poetry, writing, spoken word, music, and
dance. Political advocacy was conceptualized as any activity aimed
at changing HIV/AIDS-related policy by influencing (1) elites, policy
makers, or policy networks, (2) civil society, and/or (3) the general
public. While we were open to articles in languages other than Eng-
lish, we did not come across any in our searches. No exclusion criteria
were applied in terms of the year of publication or the country in
which the artwork was created.

Qualitative Thematic Analysis

Following the literature search, a qualitative thematic analysis was
conducted to identify recurring themes in the literature. Two investiga-
tors (AJ and JW) independently read through each study and extract-
ed key themes about the role of art in HIV/AIDS political advocacy.
In other words, after reading each study the investigators asked them-
selves, “How do the findings of the study relate to the relationship be-
tween art and policy making on HIV/AIDS?” This was followed by
a reconciliation process, in which the investigators discussed any dis-
agreements and decided on a final set of overarching themes.

Case Studies

In addition to the scoping review and qualitative thematic analysis,
three artworks were separately identified as well-known examples that
highlight the role of art in political advocacy throughout the AIDS
movement. These examples were chosen to help discuss further the
overarching themes of the literature in a more accessible, relatable
manner.

The case studies were not identified through a literature search.
Rather, during the design phase of the study, investigators brain-
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stormed what famous visual artworks or artists came to mind when
they thought of art in the context of AIDS. When a set of key artworks
were identified, three were chosen based on their well-documented na-
ture and their iconic status in the AIDS movement. A brief literature
search was then conducted to explore the design and impact of each
artwork.

RESULTS

Scoping Review

Thirty-four relevant articles were identified from the literature search.
25 (74%) of the articles were published in peer-reviewed journals,
eight (24%) were grey literature, and one (3%) was a book. The
most common article types were case studies (n=7) and analytical es-
says (n=4), followed by ethnographic analyses (n=3), pre-post stud-
ies (n=3), qualitative studies (n=3), reports (n=3), art exhibition re-
views (n=2), dissertations (n=2), post-intervention surveys (n=2), ran-
domized controlled trials (n=2), books (n=1), and newspaper articles
(n=1). Case studies often involved analyzing the general impact of a
particular artwork or artist, without formally assessing the artist or au-
dience members. Similarly, analytical essays involved discussing the
general role of art in HIV advocacy using evidence from the literature
as well as examples of relevant artworks.

12 (35%) of the artworks were based in Africa and another 12 (35%)
were in North America, followed by Europe (n=5), Asia (n=4), and
international (n=2). The most common art modalities were theatre
(n=21), visual art (n=11), photography (n=4), poetry (n=4), and music
(n=4). Visual art was more likely to be used in Europe and North
America, whereas theatre was more commonly found in Asian and
African regions. The target audience of the 32 artworks was the public
(91%), with five (32%) and one (3%) of the artworks targeted towards
civil society or policy networks, respectively.
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Case Studies

Case Study 1: Keith Haring

As one of the most influential artists of his time, Keith Haring’s works
helped to place the experiences of individuals living with HIV on the
public’s radar and provided powerful symbolism to the AIDS move-
ment. The theme of HIV/AIDS began to appear midway through Har-
ing’s career, first due to the loss of his friends’ lives to the illness and
later to his own HIV diagnosis (Haring).

Following his diagnosis in 1988, Haring made it a personal goal to
use his art to help provide funding and imagery to AIDS organizations
(Keith Haring Foundation). This is illustrated in one work from 1988
(Figure 2), in which a large, horned sperm is shown as a personifica-
tion of HIV. The sperm is hatching from an egg strapped to a man’s
body, highlighting the oppression and devastation experienced by in-
dividuals with the virus (Melcher). The contrast between the mon-
strous appearance of the sperm and the fragility of the man’s body re-
minds us that HIV was far from being considered “treatable” at the
time, often leaving patients with a sense of despair and hopelessness.

In addition to shedding light on the challenges faced by people living
with HIV, Haring, through his artwork, also called out the public’s in-
difference and disdain towards the AIDS movement. Silence = Death
(Figure 3) shows a group of figures covering their ears, mouths, and
eyes, highlighting the fact that most people were forced to suffer in
absolute silence, rejected by their own communities (Melcher). A pink
triangle is shown in the background, an emblem that had once been
a symbol used to signify homosexual individuals during the Holo-
caust. Haring’s use of the pink triangle in his works helped gay and
HIV/AIDS rights activists re-appropriate the symbol as a pro-gay, HIV
rights icon throughout the 1980s (Melcher).
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Figures 2 and 3: Keith Haring, Untitled, sumi ink on paper, 76 x 57 cm, 1988 (left); Keith

Haring, Silence = Death, silkscreen on paper, 99 x 99 cm, 1989 (right). © Keith Haring

Foundation

Case Study 2: Keiskamma Altarpiece

One of the most influential and powerful pieces of AIDS-related artis-
tic advocacy is the intricate beading that makes up the Keiskamma Al-
tarpiece (Figure 4). This piece of art, measuring approximately 4 by
6.5 metres(14 by 22 feet), was created in 2006 over the course of six
months in Hamburg, South Africa, by 130 women whose small coastal
town was nearly decimated by the AIDS epidemic (“Keiskamma Al-
tarpiece”). Established as part of the Keiskamma Trust under the di-
rection of Dr. Carol Baker, a local physician and artist, the underlying
aim of the project was to provide the community members with a visu-
al representation of their experiences and communal resilience at the
height of the AIDS epidemic (Ress).

While a significant historical precursor, the Isenheim Altarpiece—a
16th-century artwork from Alsace, France, that inspired the Keiskam-
ma Altarpiece—depicted the horrors of ergotism, its 21st-century suc-
cessor focuses instead on the devastation of the AIDS epidemic
(Chalmers). The piece is divided into three sections, with the outer-
most layer representing the death, pain, and void left by the epidem-
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ic in South African communities, represented through images of or-
phans, broken families, funerals, and empty streets. This panel op-
erates in sharp contrast with the middle layer, which uses extremely
vivid, colourful images to portray hope, life, and the beauty of South
African culture. Finally, the outermost images show black-and-white
images of three grandmothers whose grandchildren have been affected
by or lost to AIDS-related illnesses (Chalmers). These brave women
are described as “the saints of today and the guardians of the future,
struggling to raise their own grandchildren and those of others”
(Chalmers 1338).

In addition to providing communities with the means of earning mon-
ey and coping with their loss, the creation of the Keiskamma Altar-
piece has helped to raise funds and support for the local AIDS move-
ment as a whole (Schmahmann). For instance, the unveiling of the
piece was used as an opportunity to raise funds for projects such as the
Keiskamma Trust and the Keiskamma AIDS Treatment Project, which
are aimed at serving the medical and educational needs of local com-
munities while also fostering creative and artistic endeavours by com-
munity members (“Keiskamma Altarpiece”). In addition, since its un-
veiling, the altarpiece has been travelling worldwide and has helped to
raise international awareness of the poverty and void left by AIDS in
South Africa (Schmahmann). Due to its far-reaching impact on bring-
ing local as well as international attention and support to the AIDS
epidemic, the Keiskamma Altarpiece has been described as a “contem-
porary icon of how the human spirit can rise above adversity and cre-
ate art of enduring strength and beauty” (Jeng).
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Figure 4: Artists of Keiskamma Art Project, The Keiskamma Altarpiece (open),

Humburg, Eastern Cape, South Africa, 2005. Mixed media, 4.15 × 6.8 m © Keiskamma

Art Project. Image courtesy of The Keiskamma Trust.

Case Study 3: The Ribbon Project

While there are now dozens of celebrity-endorsed activist projects, the
Ribbon Project is one of the most powerful examples of how celebri-
ties can bolster political movements and promote change. Inspired by
the yellow ribbons used to support the US army in the Gulf War and
to protest the Iranian hostage crisis in 1979–80 (Houghton), the now-
iconic twisted red ribbon was developed by Visual AIDS artists in
1991 as a way to simply yet meaningfully “show support and com-
passion for AIDS victims and their caregivers” (Visual AIDS, “About
Us”).

The rise and success of the project were intimately connected to
celebrity culture from the very beginning. In fact, the red ribbon first
caught the media’s attention when actor Jeremy Irons was seen wear-
ing it at the 1991 Tony Awards (Geoghegan). Soon, the Visual AIDS
volunteers were being approached by Hollywood reporters, and de-
mand skyrocketed to a point where supply of the ribbons had to be out-
sourced to external organizations. Beloved celebrities, including Eliz-
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abeth Taylor, Bette Midler, and Richard Gere, began to proudly wear
and openly discuss the ribbons in public, creating what was called the
“ribbon-sporting culture” among actors (Geoghegan).

The support from Hollywood helped to bring the project into everyday
American life, with schools and churches holding their own ribbon-
making collectives (Geoghegan). In effect, the red ribbons had altered
the public’s perception of the illness, from a mysterious, unknown
phenomenon taking place in the shadows to a tangible, real issue that
deserved to be discussed and addressed publicly. In previous years, the
White House of the United States has displayed a beautiful 28-foot
red ribbon at the North Portico on World AIDS Day—symbolizing
the government’s commitment both to end the AIDS epidemic and to
support the people, families, and communities affected by HIV/AIDS
(Phillips).

In addition to bringing the AIDS epidemic from the shadows into the
mainstream media, ribbon-making initiatives also became a meaning-
ful way of raising funds and support for the cause in developing coun-
tries; numerous collectives around the world began to create, sell, and
wear the ribbons, with all proceeds going towards supporting people
affected by the epidemic (Grünkemeier).

Many have pointed out that the red ribbon is only a symbol and not a
real solution, questioning the extent of the project’s impact in the HIV/
AIDS rights movement. However, one cannot deny the fact that the
red ribbon helped to bring a sense of solidarity and unity to a high-
ly stigmatized, misunderstood epidemic. Sir Nick Partridge, a promi-
nent AIDS activist, described the meaning of the ribbons for people
living with HIV/AIDS and their families: “A number of people living
with HIV really appreciate seeing other people wearing the red ribbon.
They realise they’re not alone and recognise that the majority of peo-
ple wearing them probably don’t have HIV themselves, and that sense
of support and solidarity is very, very important” (Geoghegan).
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DISCUSSION

T
hrough the results of the scoping review, we identified three
key themes regarding the role of art in AIDS political advoca-
cy: addressing negative stereotypes, education, and voice for

individuals affected by HIV/AIDS.

Theme 1: Addressing Negative Stereotypes

One cannot ignore the highly political nature of HIV/AIDS that dis-
tinguishes it from other public health epidemics such as diabetes and
malaria. One of the reasons behind its political nature is that at the be-
ginning of the AIDS epidemic, the disease was touted as a “plague”
that could only affect the gay community (Noland et al.). This miscon-
ception, combined with persistent discrimination against the LGBTQ
community, led the public to respond to the epidemic with disdain and
indifference.

Art was one of the ways in which activists tried to combat this misun-
derstanding. For instance, Laurien Ward studied the effects of a play
designed to show how AIDS can spread to individuals outside tra-
ditional risk groups. Audience reports from professional, communi-
ty, and business organizations showed an increased understanding of
modes of HIV/AIDS transmission and greater sympathy for those with
the illness (Ward). Similarly, Mary Stuart Petty used interviews, ob-
servations, and analysis of media archives to examine how Philadel-
phia communities used visual art in combating mainstream depictions
of HIV/AIDS. Community members described using art to depict pa-
tients with AIDS that do not necessarily fit the stereotypes surround-
ing the diseases—to illustrate that AIDS can affect anyone, not simply
the gay community or the sexually promiscuous (Petty). This gradual
perception shift—from viewing AIDS as primarily a disease of the gay
community to one that can affect the general public—eventually led
to more calls for action from the public rather than just LGBTQ rights
advocates (Middelkoop et al.).

Another factor that contributed to the political nature of the AIDS epi-
demic were the social taboos against discussions of sex and safe sex
practices. Therefore, advocates tried to encourage more candid dis-
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cussions around safe sex through art (Petty). For instance, in India,
Thukral and Tagra’s PUT IT ON! and PUT IT ON AGAIN!! interactive
art exhibits have used colourful, attention-demanding graphics to tack-
le the social insecurities and stigma surrounding sex education
(Thukral and Tagra).

Lastly, perhaps more so than individuals with other debilitating ill-
nesses, patients with HIV/AIDS have long been perceived as abject,
helpless victims, leading to further alienation and discrimination
(Campbell). Based on analyses of photographs of those with HIV/
AIDS since the 1980s, David Campbell reported that more recent ac-
tivities have been using photography to convey more balanced por-
trayals of individuals living, not dying, with HIV/AIDS—thus helping
to destigmatize the illness in popular culture (Campbell). Similarly,
a report on United Nations Development Programme’s artistic cam-
paigns in China found that projects that tended to be the most well-re-
ceived were the ones that led viewers to accept patients as capable of
leading normal, happy lives as friends and family, not simply as vic-
tims deserving sympathy (Xiaopeng and Settle).

Theme 2: Education Regarding HIV Prevention, Testing, and Treatment

Various art modalities have been implemented to disseminate health
information in an accessible, easy-to-understand manner. For instance,
in 2002 a collaboration between the Tanzania Theatre Centre and
Bagamayo College of Arts used a participatory theatre method to al-
low local officials, leaders, artists, youths, and community members to
identify key factors contributing to HIV transmission and brainstorm
potential prevention strategies (Mabala and Allen). Performance-
based educational methods have been shown to increase participants’
knowledge about HIV prevention among 13- to 16-year-old youth in
London, UK (Campbell et al.). Similarly, the use of drama produc-
tion has led to increased attendance of AIDS counselling programs by
persons living with HIV, their partners, and their families in the Unit-
ed States (Ward). On the other hand, a randomized controlled study
by Elliott et al. found that compared to a standard health education
seminar, theatre production did not have a significant impact on HIV
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knowledge, attitudes, and risk behaviour among youth in Glasgow,
Scotland.

While there are conflicting findings on the effectiveness of art modal-
ities in HIV education, the aforementioned studies demonstrate how
artists and scientists can work together in public health advocacy.
The variety in education methods as a result of scientist and artist
collaboration is particularly powerful in communities where literacy
and numeracy skills may be limited, and where individuals may not
identify with the understanding and coping mechanisms of the HIV/
AIDS epidemic that exist in other cultures. For instance, eMPathy
Trust is an organization based in South Africa led by writers and lead-
ing researchers aimed at advancing public understanding of the ill-
ness (Rabinowitz). Following a needs assessment, eMPathy Trust pro-
duced a children’s book titled Staying Alive Fighting HIV/AIDS (Ra-
binowitz). The book uses powerful imagery and simple language to
convey biological facts about HIV/AIDS transmission and manage-
ment, to counter the myths surrounding HIV/AIDS (Rabinowitz). By
using words, symbols, and stories derived from the local communi-
ties, the book illustrates how art can present scientific information in a
more approachable, culturally appropriate manner to the public (Rabi-
nowitz).

Theme 3: Voice for Individuals and Communities Affected by HIV

Art has also been a powerful tool to shed light on the grave realities of
those affected by HIV/AIDS, thus helping to highlight unmet needs,
low access to treatment, and potential areas for policy intervention.
For instance, one study found that by asking youths with HIV/AIDS to
compile and share poems and stories about their own experiences, lo-
cal activists were better able to identify areas of needs that had previ-
ously gone unnoticed in public health efforts—such as support groups
and family education (Mitchell). Similarly, Roland Bleiker and Amy
Kay found that providing patients with cameras to document their own
experiences with the illness was an effective way of exploring diffi-
cult-to-access services and barriers to treatment.

Beyond simply identifying issues, art can also empower patients and
communities to intervene on those issues directly. In a case study,
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Kennedy C. Chinyowa describes how integrated popular theatre has
been used in Africa to inform public policy debate. Following local
performances about the community’s experiences with HIV/AIDS,
participants got the opportunity to discuss their experiences with advo-
cacy organizations, local policy makers, and grassroots activists. This
was followed by a tour of nearby villages and wards in the district,
allowing for the sharing of diverse experiences across communities
(Chinyowa, “Helping Them”). Similarly, based on a 21-month ethno-
graphic analysis, Susan Pietrzyk reported that civil societies often use
art such as dance, music, poetry, and theatre to inform policy makers
of emerging areas of need.

Furthermore, by giving voice to those with HIV/AIDS, art modalities
can allow patients to better advocate for themselves in a medical set-
ting. In their pre- and post-intervention study, Johanna Shapiro and
Lynn Hunt found that theatrical performances about AIDS were an ef-
fective way to increase medical students’, residents’, physicians’, and
faculty’s empathy for patients and insight into patient care—showing
that art could be integrated into medical education. Furthermore, at an
HIV/AIDS outpatient clinic in the United States, murals by staff, pa-
tients, and their families were used to foster a stronger sense of com-
munity and build support systems (Kaimal and Gerber). Participants
were able to relate to one another over shared challenges; physicians
could gain insight into aspects of their patients’ experiences that they
may not be able to discuss during their short clinic visits, while pa-
tients and families were pleasantly surprised to see that their physi-
cians were often facing struggles and dilemmas similar to their own
(Kaimal and Gerber).

An important step for any individual or community affected by an epi-
demic of any proportion is the grieving process. To allow grieving to
take place is to allow individual or communal expression through any
means that may resonate or provide closure; and communities across
the world use theatre, poetry, photography, embroidery, and other art
modalities to allow those affected the opportunity to voice their lived
experiences (Black; Hanna; Petty). In Addis Ababa, Tanzania, asking
local residents of a heavily HIV-affected village to show their experi-
ences through photography generated multiple representations of HIV
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and allowed viewers to “recognize that the process of representation is
inherently incomplete, and thus inevitably political” (Bleiker and Kay,
141). As such, personal experiences of people living with or affected
by the epidemic can provide a reality displaced from popular opinion,
potentially affecting a shift in demand on political attention.

Geography and Art Modalities

While these three themes exemplify the main messages delivered
through the methods of political advocacy that we discovered, we
must also look at the ways in which geographical location affects the
scope of messages. For instance, many of the studies found in the
scoping review noted that African advocacy efforts centred around
local experiences as opposed to national or international (Mabala
and Allen; Black; Chinyowa, “Emerging Paradigms”). Further, the
Keiskamma Altarpiece is an excellent example of political advocacy
imbued with local perspectives that affected the international commu-
nity through its power and emotion. This altarpiece travelled around
Canada and the United States, winning awards and praise for its de-
piction of local struggles with the AIDS epidemic of South Africa
(Schmahmann).

In contrast, the United States began advocacy efforts of an internation-
al scope through the development of the Ribbon Project. Through this
project, the focus of advocacy efforts shifted from a local perspective
to the much larger international influence due to ease of mobilization
(Moore). As well, the 2005 American musical Rent examined local
New York City perspectives on life with HIV for both people affected
directly and indirectly, perspectives that could then be applied to both
the national and international spheres of experience through a shared
understanding of the impact of HIV/AIDS on the lives of people af-
fected (Schrader).

Another way to examine the political advocacy efforts of artists
around the world would be through the focussed utilizations of the
various art modalities employed. American artists David Wojnarowicz
and Keith Haring as well as activist group Gran Fury presented their
opinions and voices through the medium of art that could be displayed
either on the street or in museums. In Tanzania, it was noted that due
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to high levels of illiteracy, verbal art through the forms of song, poet-
ry, and theatre are favoured to convey advocacy and health communi-
cation efforts (Askew). In Thailand, theatre was a successful mode of
AIDS advocacy and education delivery (Cahill), and in India, art ex-
hibits and radio shows were predominant (Nambiar et al.). These ex-
amples demonstrate that artists’ work is based on different cultural and
political objectives.

The Impact of the AIDS Movement on Global Health Funding

Lastly, it is important to discuss the significant impact the HIV/AIDS
movement has had on the way in which global health epidemics are
funded. In fact, all of the three aforementioned themes—addressing
stigma, education, and voice for patients—helped to shed light on the
gravity of the epidemic and thus promote more funding and support
for affected individuals.

To date, there have been 35 million deaths worldwide from HIV,
and at the end of 2016 there were 36.7 million people living with
HIV (Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, “Global HIV
& AIDS Statistics—2018 Fact Sheet”). By combatting the perception
of HIV/AIDS as an illness affecting only select marginalized popu-
lations, artists and advocates helped to raise awareness of the wide-
spread nature of this epidemic and thus bolster more public mobiliza-
tion (Campbell). This has led to the backing of new, high-profile glob-
al health funders such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. As
a result, annual spending on AIDS research and treatment has reached
into the billions of dollars. Increased funding has also fostered the de-
velopment of dedicated organizations for the fight against HIV/AIDS,
including the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria
and Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, and paving the way for the develop-
ment of mass immunization and treatment frameworks of other global
health epidemics (Cohen).

The second way in which creative arts have affected HIV/AIDS fund-
ing is through the partnership between artists and researchers. In ad-
dition to helping to convey research findings to the general public, art
modalities have also been a powerful tool to raise funds for research
efforts. For instance, Visual AIDS is an organization that utilizes visu-
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al arts to support HIV-positive artists, as well as raise funds for HIV/
AIDS treatment and research (Visual AIDS, “About Us”). At the same
time, physicians and researchers have also helped to add legitimacy
to arts-based AIDS advocacy movements. Activist groups—particu-
larly ACT UP—were able to influence AIDS research far more effec-
tively due to arguments strengthened by physician involvement than
had they relied on less technical and more argumentative discourse
from the general public (Fabj and Sobnosky). With the rising number
of medical professionals and scientists joining AIDS activist groups,
the messages the groups conveyed were more concise and medically
factual, solidifying the grounds of the demands made by the organiza-
tions, which in turn spurred much-needed funding to advance research
efforts (Epstein).

Third, the efforts of AIDS activists and artists highlighted both the de-
lay in drug development and the “vast inequities between rich coun-
tries and those too poor to afford powerful anti-HIV drug cocktails”
(Cohen, 163). Art has particularly been a powerful way of raising
funds in poor communities that may have limited access to other
means of mobilizing public interest and support. For instance, as men-
tioned previously, the Keiskamma Altarpiece has allowed local com-
munities to raise funds for local medical and educational HIV/AIDS-
related projects (Visual AIDS, “About Us”).

Strengths and Limitations

In providing case studies as well as discussion on the three main emer-
gent themes from our research, this analysis has not only presented a
broad base of evidence but also specific cases where the AIDS move-
ment has used art in its political advocacy. As can be seen from the
research, a strength of the scoping review is the breadth of results dis-
covered from the initial searches. However, as previously mentioned,
an obvious limitation is the lack of research that emerged in languages
other than English. In addition to references from other disciplines
such as art history and visual culture, it is entirely possible that there
is a large body of social scientific research that did not appear in our
searches, as our terms were presented in English, despite the fact that
we were open to including publications in other languages. Another
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limitation is the number of terms used to describe visual art in the
search strategy; there are many other terms that could have been in-
cluded, such as “graphic design.” However, we chose a specific subset
that we thought would be captured in most research studies.

Future Research Directions

While a large amount of research was identified on the use of par-
ticipatory theatre, grassroots local activism, and individuals who con-
tributed to AIDS political advocacy, there was a noticeable gap in the
research: the lack of research on the quantifiable impact of specific
artistic interventions, modalities, and efforts, such as those organized
by organizations such as UNAIDS, ACT UP, and Gran Fury. In this
essay, we have emphasized the centrality of art to the AIDS movement
as a whole, and the prolific use of art, signage, community protests,
and lobbying; however, we have also found that there is a lack of so-
cial scientific research assessing the impact of art as political interven-
tion—including how it affected the AIDS movement as a whole.

Finally, no research was found that quantitatively documents the shift
in public perception of AIDS from its explosive beginning to the even-
tual development of antiretroviral therapy and government-subsidized
treatment access programs. While this might be a rather daunting task,
it would be useful to the field of AIDS research, as it would show the
transition of the disease to a global epidemic, and how the response
grew on multiple continents. Further, an in-depth look into the way
artistic expression may have influenced the speed of development of
antiretroviral therapy drugs over the years and the politics surrounding
local and international access and distributions would be a helpful en-
deavour. In future iterations of this research we would hope to address
this gap as well as examine what research into the role(s) of art in the
AIDS movement might offer analysis of other global health phenom-
ena.
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IMAGE NOTES

Figure 1: Generic search string.

Figure 2: Keith Haring, Untitled, sumi ink on paper, 76 x 57 cm, 1988. ©
Keith Haring Foundation

Figure 3: Keith Haring, Silence = Death, silkscreen on paper, 99 x 99 cm,
1989. © Keith Haring Foundation
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Figure 4: Artists of Keiskamma Art Project, The Keiskamma Altarpiece
(open), Humburg, Eastern Cape, South Africa, 2005. Mixed media, 4.15 × 6.8
m © Keiskamma Art Project. Image courtesy of The Keiskamma Trust.
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