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This image of 2rv appears on the cover of AIDS: A Global Crisis, a handsorne spi-
ral bound booklet produced and distributed by the Wellcome Foundation (1983);
inside, a more technical image of BTV appears. In contrast to most representa-
tions that fill the scholarly, popular, and marketing literature, this irmage is I
beled “Artist’s Impression of gv r” (s.1: copyright Graphico Hamburg, Hans
Ulrich Osterwalder). The virus is very differently stylized on the cover of the Ital-
ian newsmagazine Panorama (23 fune 1991), an issug highlighting the reor Inter-
national A1ps Conference then under way in Florence (5.2).

challenge to a bumanistic philosophy. The anchoring tradition remains
biomedical: “Naturally, we all know that the ltimate solution will even-
tually come to light in a laboratory. But meanwhile, what can the virolo-
gist or microbiologist offer an arps victim and his or her loved ones to
ease the burden? To help them combat the ignorance and intolerance they
face, which are growing day by day?” {Morisset 1989, 6). Here, the human
sciences, handmaiden to the biomedical sciences, do their best to ease the
suffering and combat ignorance until the laboratory can find the “ult-
mate solution.” The “social challenge,” primarily a matter of helping indi-
viduals cope with pain and death, is what happens “meanwhile.”

Just seven years later, the sprawling exhibitors’ area at the 1990 Sixth
International Conference on arps in San Francisco was dominated by
an immense three-dimensional glass model of the human immunodefi-
ciency virus [g1v). Not only aesthetically stunming, Hiv had becormie an
intensely personal experience as well. Andrea Walton, for example, “one
of the one thousand people with m1v who attended this week’s confer-
ence,” was profiled by a San Francisco television station; the > camera fol- ,
lowed Walton as she wandered through the exhibit hall and paused to
scrutinize the model glass virus: fThat’s my enemyj—that’s what I fight
every day. I'm feeling overwhelmed becatise it's killing me—and it's zctu-
ally pretty. There are a lot of things in nature that are deadly and pretty
and I guess that’s what I'm dealing with” {Saiz 1990).

Elsewhere in: the world, the virus is also experienced and represented in
many ways. In a Central African Republic pamephlet on a1Ds written in
Sango (c. 1988, the immune system is shown surrounding the human
figure like a rope; viruses, pictured zs beaked and bat-like birds, are eat-
ing through the protective boundary. In the Brazilian magazine Veja (1o
August 1988}, mrv is pictured attacking cells that Jook like Caspar the
Friendly Ghost, 2 popular way of illustrating the immune system in 19508
medical texthooks (see Haraway r980a). Paul Farmer (x99c) shows that
understandings of Arps (szpa) among villagers in rural Haiti were di-
verse until 1987, when accumulated knowledge and firsthand experience
of the disease led to 2 shared model based on tuberculosis znd, therefore,

. beiieved to be caused by a microbe. Writing about the cultural construc-

tion of A1Ds in Botswana, Benedicte Ingstad {1990) notes that, with inci-
dence still low, people sometimes talk about Arps ironically as the “radio
disease”—widely publicized but not yet experienced. Although associated
with violation of sexual proprieties, the disease will need to become more
common before traditional healers can decide whether it should be diag-
nosed as a traditional {Tewana) disease or as z “modern” disease.

If we think of cultural construction as 2 symbolic model of reality, these @\

formulations of mrv ralse several questions. What Iand of correspondence
do we Presumie to exist between the representation of a virus and its

ety

The biomedical vision embodied in this conference statement is widely reality? Is this reality universal and urchanging? What features of caltar . 0

shared and deeply embedded in Western postindustrial culture. The dis- determine the form in which reality is constructed? What is the role of %&
couxses of ‘virology, molecular biology, and immurology permeate the . language in articulating and popularizing a particular construction? Is any )

ways we think and tzlk about the arps epidemic. “We report here,” wrote
the Pasteur Institute research group in Science in 1983, “the isolation of 3
novel retrovirus from a lymph node of 2 homosexual patient with multi-
ple lymphadenopathies” [Barré-Sinoussi et al. 1983, in Kulstad 1986, 49).

articulation a construction? Do different representations make a differ-
ence? Three general takes on these questions are familiar, First, the virus
is a stable, discoverable entity in nature whose reality is certiied and Wﬂ.

accurately represented by scientific research; a high degree of correspon-,
——— e e

¥
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dence is assumed berween reality and biomedical

virus is a stable, discoverable enrity <o nature but is assigned different ;

names and meanings within the signifying systems of different cultures
T e e

all are equally valid, although not allzre £qually correct. Third, our knowl-

S —— e

edge of the virss and Sther matural phenomena is inevitably mediated
%oﬁ.min CORSTLCLions of them; biomedicine (including
germ theory) is only one of many, but one with, currently privileged statis, .

énwm;oun of these views wwxulumﬁo&mﬁ {"H1v is an autonomous physi-
cal reality that we merely label”) or purely idealist {“m1v is an abstraction

that exists only in the mind”), the first—despite the provisional nature of -
Mﬂ much scientific inguiry—is characteristic of science and medicine, the -
=% OF Selghce and medicine

§ second of a nopjudgmental cultural

_W sumes the fundamental correctness of Western biomedicine,

T e e

! ofaradical constructionism that fore
} language.

and the third

dmakes few claims about universal truth,

Professionally allied to both the first and the third Positions, medi- -

cal anthropologists have tended, by default perhaps, to take the middle
ground on this epistemological and ontological continuum: most seem
more comfortable with the notion of single, stable, underlying biologi-
cal reality to which different cultures assign different meanings than with
the view that everything that we know about reality is ultimately 2 cul-
tural construction, Ingstad, for example, argues that health officials in
Botswana should recognize traditiona] healers’ knowledge and influence
over villagers’ health-seeking behavior. Yet, ultimmately, she rrivileges a
Westere: biomedical account of H1v infection, noting that some healers
are cooperative and receptive to modern health information while “others
are skeptical, prefer to keep a distance, and may promote behavior that
is counterproductive to prevention. Ooumwmn.dbm the seriovsness of the
AIDS epidemic and the likelihood that the incidence of the disease will
increase in Botswana in the near huture, it is important that healers be
made to feel that they have 2 role to playin the prevention of this disease”
{Ingstad 1900, 38). The “be made to feel” of this conclusion suggests,
perhaps, the mora] and intellectual burden of carrying out ethnographic
fieldwork drivenin mmﬁnw%l%n;ﬂvhﬁﬁohm.ﬁﬁmnﬁﬁw d terrify-
ing Ewmﬁmwmm#mmmammn for which Western health Intervention strategies
mmmwlw.mmg:Hmﬂ%ﬁo.wpmmswmwﬁ%ﬁ prevention. As new cases of aIbs
around the world continue to escalate, many researchers engaged in cul-
tural analysis are having to develep theory under crisis conditions and, at
to guide prevention Programs, Our

the same time, efficiently produce data
growing knowledge of cultiral difference znd specificity does not make
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models. Second, the

relativism that nonetheless often as- .

grounds such mediating processes as -

iis easy. Pedagogy across culture involves more than ﬂ.mu&.m.&um pre-

criptions for behavior change into different languages; EaﬁﬁmE& we

eed to know more about the meaning of given practices and Q.uwnmvﬁoums

heir place in a community’s social and cultural life, mpm.u vorﬁo&. econ-

my that frames them, and the contingencies that sustain or discourage

wﬂm are pressing reasons for attempting to clarify the concept cultural
onstruction. In the face of the epidemic’s growing toll, the moral and
echnical Timitations of a facile constructionism are obvious. To para-
; phrase Pauline Bart, everything is cultural construction, but nﬁﬁ.ﬁ.& con-
“struction isn't everything.? “Culture,” moreover, figzres so insignificantly
‘in the crude realism of most discussions about arps that cultural moWo.H-
‘ars hardly have time to do more than lobby for its inclusion mom.pw‘swv”muo in
-the big picture. Yet, with its long-term influence o<wH. the mhw.nﬂoﬂ of
policy, research, education, and legislation, the arps crisis makes it al} m.wo
more Imperative to take seriously the conceptual &%&8 w.aﬂaaon dif-
.ferent symbolic models and the ways in which Eoﬁawrnﬁo is &nmo% cul-
turally constructed. Because the question of culture Hm central 6 Eﬁ.ﬁ.
disciplinary work on a1ps and to wider struggles against the epidemic,
this chapter explores relations between arps and culture and ”a.amw.m to
refine our understanding of how A1Ds can plausibly be characterized as 2
cultural constriction. The epidemic demonstrates the unique value of the
conecept cultural construction and, at the same time, Nighlights the danger

of using it.

Cultural Construction and Mennheim’s Paradox

If we are asked: “How can 2 logical construct like culture explain anything?” swn
would reply that other logical constructs and abstractions like :&onﬁn.vnp»mnnﬁ.pn
field” or “gene”—which no one has ever seen—have heen found serviceable in
scientific understanding.—A. L. Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn, Cultnre

“Culrure,” writes Raymond Williams, “is one of the two or mnow ﬂown
complicated words in the English language” ([1976] 1983, 87). b.m Williams
shows, culture’s historical legacy encompasses both material and non-
material meanings—for example, both the concrete objects that a cultural
community produces (pots, books, television sets, glass models of =rv)
and the complex of practices, attitudes, beliefs, and ideas that make up
its way of life. Thisisa duality on which ethnography rests mbm the wamon
for the elzborate ficldwork practices aimed at helping the Investigator
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cked in sustained opposition over time, proponents of the two camps
¢vitably become intimately familiar with each other’s positions and,
werefore, symbiotically and ironically, perfectly situated to engage in a
ophisticated exchange of critiques. I return to this symbiosis below.

That Mannheim treated ideclogy as a subject for serious investigation

ras tmportant for Peter Berger and HWO.WHEDWENHW influential work

itutionalizing ethn . e The Social Construction of Reality [1967), originally formulated as a proj-

definitions of culrure gyer older elitist and cha ographic, relativis ct for sociology, although ultimately raken up more vigorously by other
Mean progress toward the Tractices and qﬁﬁﬂw Mbmwﬁ nees of ﬂv M ﬁ aﬁu,pw elds. Drawing on Dilthey, Mannheim, Weber, and others, Berger and
"ropean civilization, uckman argue that we routinely experience the world in the form of

(I kis appendixes to Kroeber and & :
notes that anthropologists tend, in nwﬁwwow%%w%&\ Alfed G. goﬁm nltiple realities. Given the constraints of environment and biology on
“didactic mirror” [p. 208] that reflects unfave M =P other culzures as e humzn animat (i.e., human beings have no species-specific environ-
Their review demonstrates, 00, that the ﬁquMouu HM on modern society. ent), the worlds that we inhabit are largely socially—not physically—
specialist and nonspecialist Hmmﬁumw.m continues o embrace both onstructed. We work to create meaning, to achieve and maintain a cogni-
The term cultaral constrmetion derives less from the field of ve coherence, because OUY AB1TY o b 1n the world at all is at stake [no
9t anthro abitat will d5 1t Tor 4], When proplematic sectors of experience threaten

ogy than from the sociology of knowle -

are informed by 2 numper of sources, “MQMWHWMHNQWM. wﬁgmﬂuﬁuu w_mw.ﬁm o disrupt the totality, we work to integrate them, often by marking them'
%y .nm& Utopig {[193 6] 1985), a study in the soci =2 “finite provinces of meaning” (Berger and Luckman 1967, 25 through
examines the way in which knowledge is bound ¢ with bei : explicit linguistic transitions. Although anchored in its specific set of
heim, &&uoﬂlm& all knowledge of the world is mbmw &HmEW. ForMana ocial determinations, each of these multiple realities is nevertheless ex-
any object of knowledge becomes clearer with th et erienced as total, nontrivial, and inescapable. The commonsense reality
lative analysis of differerit ways of secing it Eouwmwmmwpmwo and comu f everyday life occupies a privileged position for Berger and Luckman;
determination” or “seatinlife”). These ways of seein AT though it is but one reality among many, it offers a realm where our
nwﬁ.Eb&\ Dot mere perspectives but fully Eﬂﬁmﬁumwn M Gwmﬁnuﬂpﬁ% de : subjective experience of the world seems trustworthy and meanings seem
tifying them is the task of the scholar or researcher FM ; aﬁad..qmm : o be unproblematically shared with others. The object of sociclogical

¢ "socially un analysis is the self as it goes about creating meaning in everyday life.*

Originating in a phenomenological analysis, The Social Construction of

part, through the clash between .
. . two ways of secing the worl . ;

WMHE terms ideology and utopia. For Embmrwnm&\ meoMowﬁNM MMWMM gmﬂb., : Reality had immediate resonance throughout the social sciences. The

L %\ﬁmmnmm doctrine of Conventional usage but a serions o ) .ln.wm n “book’s very title, its insistence on the validity of multiple socially deter-

: us worldview; it is mined realities, and its analysis of ideology’s function in deploying what

we think we know to resolve knowledge that has been rendered prob-
Iematic—all provided a way of thinking about the production of knowl-

edge that moved away from the pervasive realism and totalizing determin-
.. ism of poSEWAT §6Cial science. But, in the United States, Thomas Kahn had
“In 1562 published THE Structure of Scientific Revolutions, a sociology of

actvities that produce different Comstructions. Both ideolo: X . ‘knowledge in the natural sciences; although more or less cleansed of its
i ‘ceotogy and utop : Continental and phenomenoclogical influences, Kuhn's analysis treated

. Produce distorted determinats )

L ons of reali : \

‘ hat is (as ideology renders EH W mﬁow“.o&w&o@wuowﬁ 0 main “scientific theories as social construetions rather than assigning them (as

. T PR . SNt vimadiiote 2 Itop1a works ¢, .

,, reality into its own fmage. When ideological and utopian &mmmnwﬂummog - even Althusser did} to_a reaim of truer. discourse that transcends social
A - history. True, Kuhlin ultimately pulled back from the precipice of radi-

th . L

&m Maﬁbw Bm..no.ﬁh object, is rendered by ideology and utopia as two ve;

e, Mb H.ommﬁnm‘ each of which the world’s muaterial datg appear to mﬁnw.
- Particularly useful is Mannheim’s emphasis on the Waﬂﬁgmﬁﬂom..
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Tnitigate or erase its own effects {e.g., scientific method). A construction-

view must, therefore, encornpass the apparatus as well as the data. The

phinx’s riddle is answered then, or at least finessed, by such studies as

Earin D. Knorr-Cetina’s (198 1) zpplication of a rigorous ethnography to

the sociology of knowledge; setting out to exzmine the production of

cientific knowledge in a laboratory setting as an anthropologist would

_wﬂmaa a strange culture, Knorr-Cetina moves away from social explana-

tions for scientific research, in Kubn's sense, to an emphasis on meaning,

discourse, and the discursive constrizction of knowledge within a given
disciplinary culture. Insisting on the manufactured, made nature of sci-

ence, Knorr-Cetina concludes that science must be seen as radically con-

tructive rather than descriptive and that scientific discourse is not quali-
tatively different from other discourse. Noting the laboratory’s concern

with {'makirg things work,”|she emphasizes the etymological connection

between fact and fabfication. One can compare Ludvik Fleck’s earlier MQ“\\N
definition of a scientific fact not as an entity with established ontological | - :
autonomy but as that which constrains subsequent scientific discourse: mﬁ\

© #a stylized signal of resistance in thinking” [Fleck [1935] 1979, 98).

Crucial insights here are the recognition of the role of discourse and the

”. insistence that discourse entails concrete practices. Like Foucanlt’s sys-

.-tem in which entities are products of the discourse that embodies them,

~ Knorr-Cetina’s detailed analysis dissolves any strict dichotomy between

material and nonmaterial elements of scientific research (e.g., laboratory
zpparatus vs. “ideas”), between objects and discourse, and between sci-...

ence and ideology. Scientific laboratory operations, she argues, are consti- | oML
tuted by the exegeses and symbolic manipulations in the Hm_uonﬁommwﬂmw@ !

ese construct an argument piimarily designed to make sense within the g

H - . ”_ H m w. . -
.GOOHPmHHﬂ_.OULHmB ?.HH e & N.HW.Q H@U ce ﬂHOHHw\ MQH\ as a ﬂOEﬁ@HHEW
NH_.hm K Q_.N.‘_.Hw m”_.nﬂ.m.ﬂﬂnm account O..m mﬁwgnnmﬂ ﬂgmﬁ &0 WOOHﬂm Ebﬁ@uu. ,
. 4

social and cul iti .
tural critics to characr, Positivist accounts [of social life

MM scientific progress, say) as themselves “sogial ¢ tions.” Malin
$ argument in The Interpretation of Cultures, Clifford Geertz %

“ideologi s L S
o HM“M Mpoﬂ.wwﬁ.pm b.uﬂ a dirty ﬁqﬁ.ﬁ.\ﬂ_mﬁ the study of &moHom% it-
Manahote ¥ an Em\MHE% becomes idealogical is what Geetz labels
. ,wmﬁ.\n‘wommbmmimmﬁ‘m%&. ﬁ.“mndN continues: “Where, if anywhere, ideolo
ern sociol .nHHaBom begins hasbeen the Sphinx’s Riddle of much of Mﬁ
10logical thought and . mod-
1973, 194) gh mﬁ.ﬁ rustless weapon of its enemies” (Geertz

constructionist approach, for wh
.y ere, if
off and reality begin? That cultural n“mﬂ.qmwwﬁ does _.uobmﬁdnﬁon leave field, Written communicafion~"mainly m the form of scientific journal
B S e Onism is jtself culturally publications—crystallizes the laboratory’s entire argument and stakes its

claim. Asa discursive field of interaction, science is directed at and sus-
tained by the arguments of others, Sﬁ‘ubm is, therefore, at the heart of its
social and symbolic foundation, But writing is in no simple correspon-
dence with natural reality, and Knorr-Cetina reminds us of Pierce’s asser-
- tion that manifestation in writing reveals the presence not of an object but
of a sign (i.e., tot of a referent but of a symbol!.
Knorr-Cetina also asserts, quoting Dorothy L. Sayers {[1927] 1987, 70),
“Facts are like cows—look them in the face long enough and they gener:

ally run away.” But the observer must get close enough to phenomena to
glimpse their true character: getting a good hard Jook requires uncovering
the rules of everyday practice and attempting to capture the meanings in

156 How to Have Theory in an Epidemic
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tinely produces, or Donna Haraway's [1989b] characterizatio of Harlow's

: primate research as the transformation of metaphor into hardware.) Those

accounts of phenomena that have come to be taken for granted as reified %\
22

-

Fncon , 1 d omuﬁow for this is impossible: but it
does enable us to achieve a # mmonbdnﬂah}noumﬁco&wwq ” Finall mnm ntif

juiry arid the study of sci ke place within 2 gipes o
340 ¥ Orscience always take place within a given context, .
2 cpntext that includes the communi parting from

. \,mﬁmoﬁowuod.m ogmo.nm%qmow&oxnm.% as Bruno Latour (1987] puts it—con-

- stitute what is referred o as realify. Characterizing the social study of o

-

; ty of one’s beers. Departing from
conventional notions of peer review " . iy

vation by a scientific elite, Knorr-C
tory does-not simply enter its prody,

Ct—its publications—into open corhn-

&o&w Gatekeeping thus influences the entire research process including
whith research project is selected and how it is pursued, Qﬁu.mm Geison’

(xoo5) compelling study of Pasteur’s laboratory. notebooks argues ¢EM
Same point in detail, tracing the interaction of the lab work with the

v.nomman social and scientific worlds in which it took place as well as the

. ()
cientific journal paper. Geison ar

. . . G gRies
not that the notebook sclence is more “true” or “real” than its public

Hawuwmowﬂﬂo.um but rather that the relation is Interesting 4nd far from
transparent (involving, e.g., what Geison calls “formulaic discrepancies”)

L For Nboﬁ.ﬂwabm\ the Constructed nature of science is defined through
// concrete practices situated within the celture of a discipline. Brung La
a,w tour and Steve Woolgar, whose study Laboratory Life (f1979] 1086) wﬁﬂmm

\A-on Knorr-Cetina’s work, further sketch thi . ..

can be transf, d i ol
\ ansforme. j
, INte an artifact’| {Latour and Woolgar{x979] 1086, HM.N.W.WH“MWWMMMW
ent or persistent difference between material and intellectual dimensions
% of oobwﬁ.dnﬁoﬁ whatis the subject of today’s intellectial dispute isincor
. wo.nmﬁwn.w Into tomorrow’s laboratory furniture, {Compare Antonio DHmH-
sei’s xejection, so influential in the development of cultural studies, of th ,
classic Marxist dichotomy hetween materialism and idealism _H.wommn mbM
Wmmwmm Hmmm 51, Stuart Hall’s _H.wmo..r H@.moE discussion of the mediations
een discourse and material Practice that mags communication rou-

158 Howto Have Theoryin an wmmmoﬁm

as a rational and authoritative eval- |
etmna argues that a scientific labora- -

science as “the nou%oﬁm zbout fiction construction,” they _\
also define reality discursively as the set of statements cansidered too

nommﬁﬂo .wmm&@.m .
" What does this mear in terms of human disease or 2 “natural” entity
like a virus? Where the object of kmowledge is a living human being—or
even a living host environment for a vinis—symbiosis is even more in-
tense. A virus—any ﬁﬂpmrﬁ a constructed entity, 2 representation, whose
legitimacy is established and legitimized through 2 whole series of opera-
tions 2nd Hnuaammbﬂm&o%m\ all highly stylized. Each of these must be crit-
cally analyzed 6n its own terms rather than accepted as though a scientific
assertion sbout a virus stood for 4 referent rather than a sign. Yet we
encounter peculiar difficulties in the cultural analysis of medicine. On
the one hand, the biomedical model shares qualities with physics or mo-
lecular biology, appearing to describe entities mbm phenomena that are
transcultural and natural. On the other hand, it is the human body—and
the perceiving self—that gives the virus its host Q&Houﬂpmuv experiences
and reports its effects, and undergoes treatments {and cognitive and affec-
tive-events) that may change both the environment and the virus.6

It is said of Western medicine that the patient comes to the physician’s .
office with an illness but leaves with a disease. Disease is thus taken tof |
represent the medical model, illness the patient’s subjective experience} |
_or, in anthropolegical terms, the native’s point of view. Current conven="
tiomal wisdom is that the patient’s view must be honored; the physician
is, therefore, urged to understand the patient’s construction of reality, to
read the native’s text. This fits nicely into currert ethnographic theory.
anﬁa Marcus and Michael Fischer {1986), for example, argue that dia-

Iogueisthe primary numn&ﬁhm metaphor for mﬁbomnmmrw. today. This has

S

a pleasing and contemporary ring to it and seems in one sense perfect: the
social in dialogue with the physical, the cultural with the natural. Yet, as
Atwood Gaines and Robert Hahn observe, “for many anthropologists, Bic-
medicine is the reality through the lens of which the rest of the world's
cultural versions are seen, compared, and judged” | 1985, 41 And, as Arthur
Kleinman notesTin the introduction to Gaines and Hahn [1985)], the entry
of the social sciences into medicine has for the most part prompted not
dialogue but “an enriched biomedical monologue” characterized by the

subversion of social science to medicine’s aims. As a model for research or
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clinical practice, the notion of dialo
does the body speak?

This question lies at the heart of Michae] Taussig’s germinal essay “Re-
ification and the Consciousness of the Patient” {1980), which addresses at
once the moral foundations of the physician-patient encounter and the
particular social and historical conditions that cause moral questions to

. . Illttllf-'ilrlll\llll]lrnll
emerge now as problematic. Taussig forcefully challenges the recommen-

dation that physicians learn to understand what constitutes illness for
people of diverse cultural backgrounds—to understand, that is, the “cul-
tural construetion of clinical reality”: “Like so much of the humanistic
reform-mongering propounded in recent times, in which a concern with
the natives’ point of view comes to the fore, there lurks the danger that the
experts will avail themselves of that knowledge only to make the science
of human management all the more powerful and coercive. For indeed
there will be irreconcilable conflicts of interest and these will be *
ated’ by those who hold the upper hand, albeitin terms of 2 lzpguageand 2
practice which denies such manipulation and the existence of unequal
control.” “Tt is a strange ‘alliance,’” writes Taussig, “in which one party
avails itself of the other’s private understandings in order to manTpulzte
themn all the more successfully.” The issue, he argues, is not “the cultural
CONStICION Of Tlmical Teality” but Q%&En& construction of n&nﬁm\“
D. 12). In this view, Western medicing must be seen as an ideclogical
system [in the sense of Mannheim, Berger and Luckman, and Geértz): itis
experienced by its practitioners as inescapably natural, as what ig, and
whatever data they collect will sustain a vision of biomedical knowledge
as true. Taken for granted as reality, the underlying system of biomedicine
is precisely what need not be examined.

The unfolding journal literature or B1v reads like a case study on this
point, documenting, on the one kand, the instability of linguistic signsand
their presumed referents and, on the other, the efficient ways in which in-
stability is repaired. The compilation of papers published in Sciznce from
1982 to 1085 [Kulstad x86), for example, illustrates several ways in which
the research laboratory of the virologist Robert C. Gallo at the National
Cancer Institute {vcr|—“codiscoverer” of HIv with Luc Montagnier of the
Pasteur Institute in Paris—was able to stake out fairly ambitious territory:
by repeatedly citing each other’s work, members of 2 small group of scien-
tists quickly established a dense citation network, thus gaining early [iful-
timately only partial) control over nomenclature, publication, invi
to conferences, and history. The “Introduction and Overview” chapter of
the Science ooﬂmnaob.‘féﬁﬂmnw@ﬁﬂo appropriately, bya Ho.m,&hw AIDS re-
searcher who is, however, within the wer network {Max mmmwilmquom to

tabilize the scientific narrative up to that point: wwEoHE.H.& some Hﬁmﬂ. of
m&uﬁbw omitting vntidy anomalies, cleaning up aaapﬂoHMm%ﬁ.WmG se-
3 A ]
. i inj i fentific American by Gallo and others ac
nent articles in journals like Scientific . . : .
MoBvﬁmWom the same kind of textual cleansing and .moa.mnmﬁoﬁ. Wm Mb
would expect, the journal literature on AIDS journal literature (e. m..h E:
! - .
znd Greenlee 1989} documents the increasing reality of :.ﬁWm.EUm SHEm as
a legitimate object of scientific study and shows that citation evolves maw
intertextual life of its own. As the Seience collection suggests, one Froup O
“bﬁoﬁﬁ& papers can significantly shape subsequent nﬁmﬂou%wwﬁonﬁm.. mm,n
i lose off particular avenues of research.
nomenclature, and stimmlate or ¢ . :
Butitalso mﬁmwﬁﬁm that density of signification may tell us as much mwwcﬂ
i ity in the field to produce statements as abou
a given laboratory’s authority in .
ﬂww concrete operations by which it claims to transform statements HMMM.
scientific objects. This may include the power w0 influence moonmﬁwum
. .
rejection of papers for publication, to shape the language of someone o. se
ublication, to determine the speakers and formats of nouhﬁoﬂ.nm mmmmwowwv
Mbm to wbﬁoh.wHaﬁ the significance of research for other moﬁbﬂmwm and ﬁa
. indivi ienti ttoseta
i i 1p or hurtindividual scientists bu
media; the effectisnotonly tohe :
gold standard for future discourse. Using the Freedom of Information %.rnﬁ
to trace the history of the identifying names given by A.Sﬂonm EUOHNSMHMM
to the a1ps-related viruses and viral strains that Eﬁamw&% emerge ;
HIV, John Crewdson {1989) found that records of Gallo’s lab aﬂmﬂg z
! - - . w
chaotic trail of signifiers that often wﬁcﬁﬁmmmbw\nﬁ.ngﬁa muche s
may 0ot be rare in scientific investigation and publication, questions m
controversies in this case continue to call attention 8.90 apparatus mm
production, to the practices through which. facts are fabricated, and to the
H j dsigns.
s correspondence between objects an .
HMMM “onmaa H“..me that the cultural becomes precisely what must be
! i - . - + go
repeatedly transcended {or jettisoned) in order to ident: : ..wn& BM,E .H a
sense of what is real and universal In addition, as Eﬁw.@ Sete Sﬂﬁw‘
“Medical literature virtually creates ‘culture’ as a Hamaaqo.ﬁ owch‘bﬂ&w w .
practices to be stamped out” (1990, 18). Such observations inevitably chal-
lenge medicine’s narration of the real.?

gue breaks down, for in whose words

negoti-

s

AIDS and HIV in Montreal

The evidence for mrv is overwhelming. There is a primary etiologic agent, the sine \\ &\. E

. . : . :
roon qua non. Take it away, and you don‘t have an epidemic.—Robert C. Gallo {1989

We are 10 %nm,ﬁm into this epidemic and the m1v picture remains foggy and Eﬁ,ﬁw. ‘
—Nicholas Regusk [1985a]
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AIDS and HIV are now taken for granted as stable, observable entities;

fully institntionalized through scientific journals, funding incentives

since 1985, At rare moments,

. however,
Interrupted long enon i

Organizational delegates, and—uninvited—a few hundred arps activists. ®
converged to challenge biomedica] -

ﬂH_.O Nnnﬂﬁnﬂﬂ View .nﬁ.m.ﬁ is -
AIDS 1S
caused uuvy HIV and that HIV acts N.—.OU.ﬂlrm.D HNOVOH.H ONH—O\M words, as &u.ﬂ.
’ :

Quite vnexpectedly, several factors
contrel over the epidemic, specifically,

s i
H.H,\Mow MEow Om. AIDS. Although the participants in the debate never ar-
Culated it in quite these terms, their questions about #1v—how it works
,

bow it does damage, how it can be the sole cause of AlDs—inevitably -

WoﬁmENnm within the apparatus of scientific investigation and Teporting
ven as the conference overwhelmingly confirmed [in hundreds of scho]-

reality too
called attention to the cultural

construction of A1ns and, specifically, its construction within the culture

of biomedical science,

It is germare to my acco .
unt to say that most pegple
een e pecple who do cultural

AIDS epidemic have at least 5 rudimentsry theoretical

grasp of virology ard immunole —
. : , 7. The same cannot be said of OSt 8ol
tsE Zrasp of soci most scien-

future. He replied that, while his decision to come the next vear would
depend on the final conference program, “I must have heard fifty or one
bundred scientists yesterday say there wasn't enough time for science ”
He continued: “1 appreciate women’s rights, but I would like 2 chance d.o
Bw.wm a choice. We didn‘t expect this amount of diversity. People from
Third World nations need'a chance to get together, but is here the best
place? You can’t even find the people you want to ﬂEﬁ to here.”8 For Omcow

r
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medicine’s narration of the real is
Se other NErratives. Such a2 moment ge--

the term social seems to invoke a range of issues: the amount of con-
erence time allotted to social issues and social sciences as opposed to
‘seience,” the visible presence of AIDs activists {whose agenda is appar-
ently what Gallo means by “women's rights”), the “diversity” represented

v “peaple from: Third World nations,” and the social congestion caused

v conference crowds. These characterizations, including the conflation

. of conventional academic social science with political activism, cropped
up elsewhere. Indeed, one could say that, in general, the cultural in Arps

- discourse is collapsed with the social fato an amarphous undifferentiated -
‘domain containing sociology, anthropology, other cultures, other coun-
‘tries, humanism, the humanities, art, linguistics, economics, the media,
_morality, ethics, religion, popular cuiture, politics, political activism, the

- quilt, and anything else that is not paradigmatic biomedical science or

* clinical medicine.? T
Yet, by June 1989, social and cultural questions were periodically dis-
rupting the tidy biomedical narrative. A number of questions about urv
- had accumulated and not been fully answered by leading a1Ds scientists,
at least to the satisfaction of the challengers. Most prominent was the
bitter struggle between the wcr and the Pasteur Institute over the name,
mnummwlm.fmmlﬁrmwﬁﬁﬁ and mechanism of the virus and credit for discovering
it, As early as 1983, according to Crewdson [1989), when the Pasteur group
submitted a paper to Nature that was at odds with Gallo’s more well-
Jnown representations of the virus, one American reviewer wrote that, if
what the French were saying was true, it would be an important paper—
but it was not true. The paper was rejected; indeed, it ultimately required
apatent battle and the threat of an international lawsuit by the French to
get the true significance and legitimacy of their findings recognmized. Many
American scientists supported the French, believing that Gallo’s labora-
tory had done sloppy work and perhaps even stolen the Pasteur virus;
although their support was often expressed in code or in private, it ul-
timately spurred international compromises that took into account the
interests of the French.

A different challenge came in 1988, when Peter Duesberg, a retrovirolo-
gist at the University of California, Berkeley, contended that no retrovirus
could cause the kind of damage being ascribed to mrv. While other scien-
tists’ gramblings about "the AIDS Mafa” are to some degree discounted
as professional sour grapes, Duesberg’s relentlessness hags led him to be
treated as a monomaniacal eccentric whose charges drain time from valu-
able research. Another long-standing critic has been Joseph Sonnabend, a
New York City physician who has repeatedly argued that A1ps research
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has too narrow a focus: although 2 number of factors may be involved in

the epidemic, he has charged, the government has based all its financing
on the 2ssumption that mrv is the sole cause of A1Ds. “The m1v hypothesis
has consumed all our résources,” Sonnabend argues, “2nd yet hasn't saved
a single life.” Whether or not mrv is a causal factor, the epidemic in his
view is most likely the product of immune suppression caused by dra-
matic social and environmental changes during the 19705 and the action
of other widespread viruses. He has wanred to see these factors investi-

zated as well as the potential role of syphilis, malnutrition, malaria, re-

peated sexually transmitted diseases (sTDs), and drug use; he founded the
Journal of AIDS Research to provide a forum for nonviral research. Wher
it became clear that the viral etiology of a1ps was emerging as trium-
phant, the journal’s editorship was tansferred to a virologist and (ironi-
cally, in view of Sonnabend’s original intent) renamed the Journal of AIDS
Research and Human Retroviruses, At Montreal, Sonnabend participated
in a press briefing to announce that 4 range of community research initia-
tives was being established to explore many causal factors in ATnS and
test a wide array of treatments, ncluding nonviral drugs. Meanwhile, the
8ay journal the New York Native published weekly assemblages of coun-
terevidence, charging that a virtual conspiracy was functioning to cham-
pion A1V as the sole cause of A1Ds and suppress alternative evidence that
would implicate syphilis and/or suggest the role of other viruses.

A common effect of criticism has been to isolate the eritics from the sci-
entific estzblishment, from other journals and science writers, and from
many people with AT5s—raost of whom Rave boen increasingly inclined
to také HIV as an estzblished fact and shift attention TS 1ssues of treatment

and curé [see Lreichler 2991b; andalso chap. 9 below]. B, 3t the Montreal |

S . s R
conference, media criticism of mry orthodoxy went more mainstrear 10

Nicholas Regush, an experienced Canadian science writer, has contended
for some timne that a1ps research is dominated by a small coterie of U.S.
government scientists who endorse m1v as the cause of A1Ds. Regush
argued on a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation radio series in 1987-89
that few journalists {American or Canadian] had critically examined the
processes by which the virus theory was constructed and maintained and
that even fewer understood or reported the “escalating debate about the
actual role of the so-called arps virus.” As early ag 1984, Regush himself
had come to challenge the orthodox scientific argument on principle: *
felt that a reasonable argument that Hrv could be the cause—conld be the
cause of AIDS—was being translated all too quickly by science and the
media as the cause of AIDS, and no one seemed to give 2 damn ahout really
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uestioning whether in fact that was true or not.” Most U.S. science jour-
nalists, Regush argued, “are basically fan clubs of certain scientists who
’

believe that mrv is the cause of a1ps. [The coverage of a1ps] is one of

the most disgraceful performances by science writers that I've ever come
across” {“The ATDS Campaign,” 1213 January 1988). .

’ Covering a major basic science session at the Montreal conference, in
his column of ¢ June Regush [1989a) used the foggy slides produced by a
defective projector as a metaphor for the current state of AIDs theory: “We
are 1o years into this epidemic and the HIV picture remains foggy and
blurry.” Pursuing the sarne theme, his column of 8 June took ﬁpm form of
an open letter to Robert Gallo. Titled “OK, Bob! Are You Going to Talk
Turkey about 5rv or Not?” the column opened by noting that, although
Gallo had not arrived in Montreal in time to deliver his listed conference
paper, he had nevertheless reassured Regush by phone that the mecha-
nism of H1v’s action was well understood:

I admit [writes Regush] I smiled when you said your lab was research-
ing a dozen ways that m1v could somehow indirectly cause arps—
considering that you once argued forcefully that direct action of the
virus on key immune-system cells was all that was required. You
summed up your position by saying that given the right strain of the
virus, the right dose ané enough time, 2 person will develop a1Ds.

But then you added that it was quite possible that a person could
live to a ripe old age with m1v infection and not get a1Ds.

Look, Bob, we both know this may sound authoritative to a lot of
pecple, but it really isn't convincing. And frankly, it is getting quite
confusing. We really need the scientific details of how this all works.
{Regush 1989b)

In refusing to grant unchallenged authority to scientific mmmwaonm and
suggesting central contradictions in Gallo’s account, Regush Hm not deny-
ing the value of arthodox science. Like the other challengers cited .Mcwé‘
however, he emphasizes that scientific accounts are constructed qunmﬂobm
of 3.&“.,&. rather than simply transparent discoveries. Science sﬂﬁ.oum\ mﬁ...-
cordingly, must not merely act as scribes, reproducing or translating sci-
. entific representations into discourse for the general public, but must mH.mo
oversee the signification process, examining and cross-checking mﬂ.n dis-
course at multiple points on the assumption that, if the statements in the
literature do not hold up, the objects that they purport to establish will
not either. Examining the structure of langnage—exposing the seams in
the apparent seamlessness of scientific accounts—is the writer’s check
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on reality, carried out on behalf of the public, Thus, Regush urges Gallo
to present his findings at Montreal: “Bob, we really need you. The mrv-
theory side of the conference is in worse shape than I expected.” In conclu-
sion, Regush mentions that Peter Duesberg has called him to say thatheis
convinced that Gallo does not have the data that he claims to have: “Prove
him wrong, Bob.”
Gallo tried to prove him wrong that afternoon, at the press briefing from
which T quoted above. In response to a packed house and some rather
sharp questions, he reasserted his position that Hrv was not simply a
factorin a “multifactorial” explanation of A1Ds. "Look,” he finally sajid to
his questioners, “I'm in one laboratory. The world is free to find what it
wants, Peer reviews do the decision making, not us.” He continued: “Pas-
teur, N1H, WHO, NCI—these are not stupid people. The evidence for mrv is
overwhelming. There is a primary etiologic agent, the sine guanon. Take
it away, and you don't have an epidemic, This particular epidemic has as
its cause HIv. ... We cannot dermonstrate or explain every aspect of the
way the virus causes disease. We don’t have to explain everything to agree
upon an agent. We have more evidence about this disezse, and this agent,
than any other in history.” Gallo was asked whether he was sufficiently
convinced that HIv is the sole cause of arps that other sources of patho-
genicity should no longer be explored. “Absolutely,” responded Gallo,
“they should no longer be explored.” When Regush arrived, Gallo broke
off his comments to address him: “Mr. Regush,” he said, “T'm sorry you
were late—I opened my remarks in response to your open letter,” From the
back of the room, Regush responded, “You were the one who phoned me
in the first place.” The rext day Regush’s column did not even bother to
discuss Gallo’s assertions about Hrv, focusing instead on the alternative
theories of Sonnabend and others. 12
Icite these exchanges in some detail to show how dialogue at this con-

ference between scientists and their critics called attention to and at times

mgmgmﬁ%mm scientific discourse is produced
and aceepted. The disruption of media machinery was evidentaswell, The
physical setup of television IEOmMItors in the medis center énabled report-
exs, individually or in groups, to follow any major conference paper via
closed-circuit television without being physically present at the session;

at the same time, the media center was closed to all conference partici-"

paats except credentialed media representatives, with their official green
badges, and their individual “interview subjects.” In theory, at least, a
reporter could cover the entire conference without ever leaving the media
Center or encountering a single nonmedia person {see chap. 7 below). The
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chants and actions of AI1Ds activists were prominent at the conference,
however, delaying the opening plenary session by more than an hour and
in the process garnering much of the coverage by giving the media what
they wanted: the visual, the quotable, and the unexpected. By the third day
of the conference, activists had color xeroxed multiple copies of the offi-
cial green badges end were regularly attending the closed press briefings
inside the media center, including those organized by their friends and
colleagues. This “artificial” crowd in turn drew a “real” crowd of “real”
media representatives, whose coverage generated more crowd and more
coverage, with the consequence of more fully communicating and legiti-
mating nonestablishment perspectives.and projects.

This orchestration of simulated identity and its transformation into the
real parallels the construction of Hrv’s own reality. Recall Enorr-Cetina’s
claim that peer review is not a detached postresearch evaluation process
but a continual gatekeeping operation. When, at his famous 1983 press
conference, Gallo announced the discovery of “the arps virus,” he pro-
vided it with a propername—~human T-cell leukemia virus, type III {(HITLV-
111}, This name for the virus was subsequently challenged, even down to
what the L would stand for; the Pasteur Institute—whose published find-
ings appeared in the same issue of Science that Gallo’s did—called its virus
LAV, for Iymphadenopathy virus, marking its association with lymph
gland phenomena rather than leukemia. John Crewdson’s book-length
analysis in the Chicago Tribunein November 1989 reported that Gallonot
only peer reviewed grant proposals and manuseripts of close competitors
but, in at least one case, changed the wording of 2 manuscript to bring it
into conformity with his own hypothesis that the virus acted like a leuke-
mia virus. While Galle’s network of colleagues at the National Institutes
of Health and elsewhere consistently used the name HTLV-IIT in their
publications and the French used LAV in theirs, during this period 2 num-
ber of other scientists and journals used the name HTIV-III/LAV (or LAV/
HTLV-IIT) to give recognition to both the n1® and the Pasteur Institute or
even to express skepticism about Gallo’s claims. The slash helped marlk
the virus's identity as culturally constructed and disputed. The compro-
mise name, HIV, recommended in 1986 by the Human Retrovirus Sub-
committee of the International Committee on the Taxonomy of Viruses
and adopted in the 1987 settlement of the Nrm-Pasteur dispute, was a
consequence of this turmoeil. As Latour and Woolgar conclude from their
study of scientific contestation, reality is often “the consequence of a
dispute rather than its cause” {{1979] 1986, 236).

Names play a crucial role in the cons i
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$tood. In turn, names establish entities
for the public as both socially significaitamd-concepTEty Teal = The

: ] exs for the virus, éven within the pages of the
same journal, reproduced the cormpetition among several laboratories and
kept alive a tension over just what the signified consisted of and how it
was being constructed. It is in this context that the names HIV and AIDS
are still interesting as one legacy of battles in ATDs research for authority,
power, and control over reseurces, including control over the &mooﬁmmm”
of the field. Many questions remain about the various signifieds repre-
sented by the original array of names, but the existence of HIVand AIDS
as unifying signifiers now makes it possible to proceed in discourse as
though the questions have been resolved. It takes capital to make capital:
as the adoption apd acceptance of these térms become ncreasingly dﬁmm..
spread, their linguistic capita) continues to accrue.

Montreal did not change arps science or science writing, but it did call
attention to disjunctures in sippi cation, to “the AIDS vires® as 2 con-
w,ﬁnoﬁ& entity across multiple discourses, to the function of metaphors
in shoring up favored versions of reality, and to the substantial invest-
ment in the notion that reality exists out there to be discovered. In terms
of #1v’s market currency, the debates over m1v a+ Montreal did not bring
about market failure or anything close to it. But they did bring about
scrutiny of the market and, at Jeast in some ¢ases, a more critical exami-
nation of individual investment portfolios,

The Reality of HIV and the Apparatus of Production

.F metaphor one has, of Course, a stratification of meaning, in €E.o& an incongru-
ity of sense on one level produces an influx of significance on another.—Clifford
Geertz, The Interprezation of Cultures -

First umpire: I calls ‘em a3 T sees ‘em.

Second umpire: I calls ‘em as they are.

Third umpire: They ain’t nothin 41l T calls ‘ern.
~Baseball saying

We can constrict a set of staternents about gyv, varying the points and the

degree of transparency to vary the visibility of fabrication and cultural
constructedness: )

~

X. HIV causes aros.

u.ﬁ?%%ngmﬂwﬁ mnmmbm.mon&gam?omﬁ?w g.a&m&%v&aﬁa
10 cause ArDs. : - R
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3. HIV is the compromise name proposed by an international commis-
sionr to resolve the bitter international dispute over the “discovery” of 2
virus judged by many to be 2 causative factor in the infection and im-
mune deficiency that can lead to the specific clinical conditions diag-
nosed as AIDS.

4. HIV is the acronym adopted in 1986 by the international scientific
community to name the virus hypothesized to cause immune defi-
ciency iz humans ané eventually arps, another acronym, adopted in
1582 to designate a collection of more than fifty widely diverse clinical
conditions believed to be given the opportunity to develop as the result
of 2 severely deficient immune system.

5. HIV is a hypothesized microscopic entity called a virus [from Latin
virus, “poison”] invented by scientists in the nineteenth century as a
way to conceptuzlize the technical cause and consequences of specific
types of infectious disease. A virus camnot reproduce outside living
cells: it enters into another organism’s host cell and uses that cell’s bio-
chemical machinery to replicate itself (in the case of mrv, often years

after initial entry), at which point the cell’s pna, with which the virus
is Integrated, is transcribed to kv a, which in turn becomes protein. Our
knowledge of this “life history” has been produced by an intense na-
tional research effort focused both on miv and on drugs designed to
disrupt its life history at various points; as the major subject of scien-
tific investization and pharmaceutical research efforts and the major
recipient of AIDS research funding, mrv is, therefore, also, as Joseph
Sonnaberd puts it, “metaphorically representative of other interests, ” 123

This comparative exercise illustrates some of the tools of “etion con- N "
struction”: it suggests mﬂmﬁ reality is always contextual, always to be read

and understood in relation te specific discourse practices, specific meta-
phors, and the representations and claims Je.g., based on its mechanical

" operations) in which a specific discipline or subdiscipline specializes. HIV

cannot, therefore, be read and understood as “the same” entity in each of
the foregoing statements.

In these five statements, we see a move away from the apodictic free-
mopmbm assertion of statement 1 toward the explicit linguistic markers ¢
that assign statements zbout reality to specific provinces of meaning—for
example, to those of virology and immunoclogy. Different realities are )
signaled By these differently constructed accounts of viruses. At the same
tire, the set of statements shows how realities come to be merged and
muddled through discursive collapses. Thus, statement 1 involves the
noﬁ..%.mn of HIVwith two other &WE.,maumn the AIDS virus and the cause of
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AIDS. The interchangeability of these three terms-~precisely what Re-
gusk was questioning in his open letter to Gallo—here goes far beyond the
discourses of virology and molecular biology. That the universe of scien-
tific investigation and clinical practice with TESpect to AIDS is now pri-
marily determined by the simple acronym HIV and that mrv has come to
seem natural, inevitable, and taken for granted as the cause of a1ps mark
this construction of reality as the hegemonic position from which a1ps
research and treatment are typically understood.
The set of statements suggests that “facts are like cows” and in some
sense dissolve in the face of close scrutiny, only to reemerge as soon as one
hifts one’s focus. As Foucault writes, “A statement always has borders
peopled by other statements” (1972, 97), and, as Fleck observes, when
scientific terms are broken down to show their underlying assumptions,
those assumptions must then be broken down to show their assumptions,
and so on, in an infinite regress, with each definition growing larger and
more unwieldy {[rg935] 1979, I14-15). In place of these semantic pyra-
mids, scientific discourse is a form of shorthand in which facts, once
admitted, need no longer retain the history of their fabrication,
The statements also reveal that metaphors do important work, Com-
murication and coding metaphors like transcription as a vehicle to de-

scribe vira] replication, for example, import significant elements into the .

reality claimed about what viruses do. As I A, Richards (1936]) put it,
where tenor meets vehicle, the transaction between the two produces a
meaning that cannot be attained without the metaphor because the vehi.
cle brings with it a range of associations that cannot be suppressed or
excluded in its new context (a proposition further developed by Max Black
[1962]). This gives metaphors a special kind of cognitive power—including
the power to shape cognitive processes.i In science, Knorr-Cetina (1 981,
84) observes that some conceptions, including metaphors; may be seen as
interesting or useful because they generate puzzlesin new ways, répresent
resources perceived as unrealized, or mebilize various cogritive interests.
In contrast to Gallo’s Mack truck metaphor, we see in mnm.ﬂﬁpmﬂn 5 a differ-
ent set of metaphors drawn from the terminology of communication,
computers, and high-tech postmodern warfare, Donna Haraway (1989a)
argues that it was the move away from the military/industrial complex

of metaphors to the postndustrial information mwm?

and communication that enabled immunology to claim its currert: Hmw. -

theoretical statgs———

Evidentinthis discussion is the metaphoric and connotative richness of
both HIVand AIDS ; indeed, A1ps metaphors are now routinely compared
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and critiqued to refine their effectiveness and usefulness. For Qmmuuﬁﬁ
Allan M. Brandt (19884, 415} describes a1ps {like other epidemic diseases)
as a “natural experiment” in how societies respord to disability, depen-
dence, fear, and death; society’s response reveals its most fundamental

. cultural, social, and moral values. Using an earthquake as an even more

specific vehicle for the idea that 2 sudden serious calamity ES. a natural
disaster at once reveals the stresses and vulnerabilities of a society, Mary
Catherine Bateson and Richard Goldsby {1988) write that A1Ds reveals the
“fault lines” in our society. But, speaking on the “MacNeil/Lehrer Zm.ﬁﬁ.
hour” {7 December 1680}, June Osborn argued that the AIDS mﬁ&mﬂpo is
not Jike an earthquake, which happens all at once and brings normal b,.mrml\mo
a standstill, but is drawn out over a period of time, never creating mmu a
broad mass ..Om ﬁooﬁoiououmw sense of urgency to address it effectivély.
Note thar there are political implications here as well: if an carthquake—
or an epidernic like Arps—is nowoowgm&.mom as a natural &mmmwﬁa anact of
God, people in some cultures are less likely to expect or demand moﬁw.u.w.
ment assistance than if it is seen as a massive social or public health crisis
{in other cultures, the opposite might be true). At the same time, %mm
Bmﬁ@.ﬁouo richness is reciprocal, with H1v 2nd AIDS mxﬁoﬁm.m to oﬁwmb
other noﬂnmﬁﬁm,?mﬁ as other concepts are imported to explain them; in-
deed, there is no Edmc“m zasa to be found. As Nancy Scheper-Hughes mﬂm
Margaret Lock (1986] so eloquently argue, an illness always oouwﬁdnﬁm its
metaphoric double, which speaks truth as faithfully as any biomedical

e -

diagnosis. If a terny is being used in the culture with Munaamuwﬁm _unmnhs\ m.
and frequency, whatThave elsewhere called an “epidemic of signification
is inevitable: no matter how literal and denotative a lingiiste form 8@. at
mum,mww.mm»b it will develop new meanings almost as fast as we can &auﬁ@
old ones. This males it difficult to predict what a particular metaphor SE
actually do. The plague metaphor for a1Ds, for example, is now so H.oﬁn.hw
that we cannot really say how meaningful it is unless we can méa
excactly how and where it is deployed,how it is inderstood, mbm how Hn.nm
acted on. The apocalypse metaphor functions very differently in the _Em.
tory of formulations zbout arns in Africa, in contrast to moﬁﬁmnomm
about aIDs in the West or to formulations about arps by Africans. To
attribute a particular effect to a metaphor too readily closes off inquiry
into contradictory senses of metaphors operating in the culture and in-
quiry into the legacy of diverse historical tropes.

The Meontreal conference also introduced and strengthened a way .0m
thinking about arps itself as no longer inevitably fatal but as a chronic,

manageable conditon. AIthongh arising from several ditferent Gisconrses
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{scholarly papers, activist press releases, social issues debates), this view
achieved currency only when these discourses coalesced at the confer-
ence. The term AIDS discourse is not simply descriptive but entails an
examination of the context—the entire apparatus—through which utter-
ances about Arps are produced and interpreted and speaking positions
made possible. The issue is not whether s1v “exists” or whether a “cul-
tural construction” is pure discourse. The issue is what the grounds and
consequences are in a given context for Dositing HIV and & i
aird embedding vl T within varions networks of sieni
wogo%: this represents. Discourses are also in some sense
alwiays Gppositiomal ATy given discourse or context, that is, can always
be characterized in relation to some other discourse or context 2s repre-
senting 4 dominant, negotiated, or oppositional position (see Hall zg980a).

Yet the Montreal conference also makes clear the impossibility of
strictly separating 2 “domi i se” fro “oppositional dis-
course.” No discourse is autonomous; rather, discourse is shaped in the
light of ongoing day-to-day struggles for survival and legitimacy, in the
light of processes of signification, and in the light of what hapnens when
edges touch. Here, Mannheir; is especially useful: when ideological and
utopian visions become locked in sustained Opposition over time, propo-
zents of the two camps become intimately familiar with each other’s
positions—symbiotically dependent on each other for continuing self-
definition but also for continuing critigue. Through this symbolism,

lmowledge, differently produced, has come to be shared to such 2 degree -

that a range of collaborative research initiatives has been created. One of
 the reasons for examining A1ps discourse, znd the construction of HIV
within F%m to see language in the process of formation—terms and con-
. tepts entering and reshaping the discursive m&a\ The scientific culture
that constructed the virus is now what most effectively disguises its exis-
tence as a cultural construction. Thus reified, mrv exhibits 2 number of
predictable characteristics: it is referred to by a universally agreed-on sig-
nifier; conventional representations for it have been developed in jour-
nals, the media, three-dimensional glass models, and elsewhere; and its
reality continues to be verified through ongoing laboratory and clinical
operations [e.g., its structure and life cyele can be described). In addition,
HIV is now a taken-for-granted reality in discussions and plans across
many social and cultural institutions and in the lives of many individuals
[scientists, people with Arp s, health-care professionals, others). Pervasive
In discourse, H1v is used as a weapon both to defend and to attack the

" current state of science, as a metaphor to explain oﬂwﬂdwﬁﬂoﬁoﬂﬁ andas -
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an entity through which further research will be generated. Widely identi-
fiable on computer databases and indexes, HIV now exists across the dis-
courses of the culture. Both fabrication and fact, m1v has become, in short,
a reality that is too costly to give up.

This is all the more reason to keep track of these costs by asking such
questions as, What is the range of existing discourses in which HIv .wm
mentioned? How is Hrv articulated to the preexisting issues and codes in
those discourses? How do discourses empower people and people em-
power discourses? To what extent does a “dominant” discourse on H1v
continue to be identifiable, under what circurmnstarces and under whose
auspices did it emerge, and what kind of resources have been required to
sustain its authority? How are authoritative definitions constructed and
mﬂ&.o%«% Conversely, how are they challenged, evaded, disrupted, or .Ha.
defined? How does discourse, in other words, work to articulate, codify,
maintain, or challenge various forms of zuthority, power, and control aver
material resources? And what difference does it make!?

Conclusion

The concept of cultural constructior can be understood as moﬁo.&m.. Itisa
way of talking about how knowledge is produced and sustained within spe-
cific contexts, discourses, and cultural communities; it takes for granted
metaphor and other forms of linguistic representatior; it presupposes ﬂvwd
ideas are produced out of concrete contexts and have concrete effects; it
takes for granted hermenentical activity; it is a complex of ideas .mu.m
operations sustazined over time within a given community; hence, it is
institutionalized. Although often confused withidealism or more recently
with a view that “everything is discourse,” the notion of cultural con-
structionisnota matter of arbitrarily envisioning an unknowable material
reality but one of engaging in highly nonparbitrary ways with the material
world. Although meaning is indeed arbitrary and fluid, this does not mean
that it is arbitrary znd fluid within a given signifying system. The predic-
tability and stability provided by a given history, society, culture, and set of
disciplinary conventions are anything but arbitrary, This point is often

misunderstood when a given meaning or idea is termed a cultural con-
smuction, Within the signifying system, that is the meaning. No wonder,
then, that we expend great effort to preserve belief in a given system S.wﬂ.w
meaning appears stable, indeed, even universal. Recognition that reality is

culturally constructed makes such belief impossible.
Wky does the concept of cultural construction emerge so strongly now?

The Cultural Construction of Reality 173



Asking what precisely it is that language tells us shout material reali :
the philosopher Hilary Patnam {1975) posits 2 %
bor,” whereby we cede particular realms of reality to acknowledged ex-
Hu,aﬂ“@ and suggests that problems and contradictions presented by human :

shot as though it were real. Yet the enormity of the a1ps crisis should

,.uoﬁ force us back toward the complacent imperialism of a transparent

realism, for this equally abuses the multiple ways in which the a1ps

epidemicis experienced, interpreted, confronted. Resisting realism means

2bzarndoning, not the real world, but faith in transparency. This raises a

third difficulty, however, another version of Mannheim'’s paradox: an

analysis aimed at revealing the cultural constructedness of a body of the-

ory can hardly avoid acknowledging its own cultural constructedness as
well. This certainly complicates the voice with which social scientists are
to enter these discussions about arps and culture. Features so crucial
to scholarly projects in the last two decades—features like irony, satire,
self-reflexiveness, and the desire to understand how different Zroups ¢on-
struct and represent reality—do not compete well in an international exi-
sis against the certainties that anchor other discourses, some of which
have been noted here.

Although it is useful to characterize arps and wiv as cultural con-
structions, this by no means liberates us from taking responsibility for the
existence of 2 real, material world and analyzing its intersection with our
conceptions and interventions; indeed, so long as the analysis is loecal,
- provisional, and: contextualized in terms of specific purposes, a serious
commitment to a constructionist model undermines rather than rein-
forces relativism or pluralism. Likewise, the use of the concept cultural
coustruction intensifies the responsibility to make choices. But, if we
. take seriously the contradictions built into the term culture from its ear-
- liest days, we can work more seriously with the dialectic that these con-
' “tradictions offer. It is the contradictions that mark the pleasure and dan-

i gerof cultural theory.

seeing a challenge to the “clinjcal construction of culture” in which “th

natives w%WNOW NHU.OE..—N.RE,W EWHH own mrterests anw WIlitin, EBH own
i
g

ﬁmﬁ metaphor into hardware, but hardware into metaphor, too. Although
ideas and conceptions emerge from material reality, that reality has itself
been named and interpreted according to the rules and understandings of

requires the invention of an alternative universe: hence to be sustained
the touched-up X-ray requires the falsification of medical records, the

murder A.m the radiologist, or perhaps the development of new interpretive
conventions that redefine what a “bad” E-ray looks like. ’
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