
In the early days of the epidemic in North

America, HIV/AIDS mostly affected gay men.

As a result, there has been an enduring associa-

tion between the stigma of HIV/AIDS and the

stigma of homosexuality. The predominantly

negative attitudes toward homosexuality have

influenced people’s attitudes and behaviour to-

ward people with HIV in general, and gay and

bisexual men in particular.

Stigma Associated with
Homosexuality Is Transferred to
HIV/AIDS

People with HIV may be discriminated against

because they are assumed to be homosexual.

The link is so strong that even if gay men

stopped getting HIV altogether, homophobic

reactions to HIV issues and to people with HIV

would endure. This means, in effect, that all

people with HIV may encounter homophobic

discrimination.

Stigma Associated with HIV/AIDS Is
Transferred to Homosexuality

Gay and bisexual men experience discrimina-

t ion because they are assumed to be

HIV-positive (“All gay men have AIDS and are

infectious”) or to be the cause of the HIV/AIDS

epidemic (“Gay men are to blame for AIDS”).

From the beginning of the epidemic,

HIV/AIDS was associated with gay men; AIDS

was called the gay plague, gay cancer, and Gay

Related Immune Deficiency (GRID). The epi-

demic has intensif ied and extended

discrimination against gay men. Apart from

discrimination on the basis of their sexual
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This info sheet describes how HIV/AIDS and homophobia are

inextricably linked in the public’s mind. It reviews the

implications of these links for people with HIV and for

men who have sex with men.
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Gay – Got AIDS Yet?
— Toilet graffiti, men’s bathroom, McGill University, Faculty
of Law, 1994

The link in people’s minds between

homosexuality and AIDS is so firmly

established that discrimination against

people with HIV/AIDS is inseparable

from discrimination on the basis of

sexual orientation.
— Canadian AIDS Society, 1991
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orientation, gay men now have to fear being

discriminated against because of HIV/AIDS,

regardless of whether they themselves are

HIV-positive.

Men Who Have Acquired HIV through
Sex with Other Men Have Been the
Objects of Considerable Blame and
Little Sympathy

Some people have expressed the view that gay

men are to blame for their disease and that gay

men with HIV/AIDS should pay for their own

health care. Often, people with HIV/AIDS have

been divided into two categories – the “guilty

majority” of gay men and injection drug users,

and the “innocent minority” of hemophiliacs or

transfusion cases.

Double Disclosure

For gay and bisexual men with HIV, disclosure

of HIV status may entail disclosure of their sex-

ual orientation, and the possibility of

discrimination on the basis of their sexual ori-

entation as well as their HIV status.

Government (In)action

The association between HIV/AIDS and homo-

sexuality has affected how governments and

institutions have reacted (or, more accurately,

failed to react promptly, adequately, and consis-

tently) to HIV/AIDS. (See info sheet 5 for more

details.)
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