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United in Anger: A History of ACT UP is a poignant exploration of one of the
most significant grassroots movements in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Founded
in 1987, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) was born out of
frustration and desperation in the face of a public health crisis that was
largely ignored by government officials and society at large. This article
delves into the origins, key moments, strategies, and lasting impact of ACT
UP, highlighting how this organization mobilized individuals and communities
to demand action and justice.

Origins of ACT UP

The late 1980s marked a tumultuous period in the United States, particularly
concerning the HIV/AIDS epidemic. As the death toll rose, so did the anger of
those affected.

Context of the Epidemic

1. Rising Infection Rates: The growing number of HIV/AIDS cases, especially
among marginalized communities such as gay men and intravenous drug users,
was alarming.

2. Government Inaction: The Reagan administration's lack of response to the
epidemic intensified feelings of neglect and betrayal among activists and
those living with HIV/AIDS.

3. Stigmatization: HIV/AIDS was heavily stigmatized, leading to widespread
discrimination against those diagnosed, exacerbating the crisis.

Formation of ACT UP

In response to these challenges, a group of activists, many of whom were



living with HIV/AIDS, convened in New York City to form ACT UP. Key figures
in this movement included:

— Larry Kramer: A playwright and activist whose passionate speeches
galvanized the community.

— Mark Harrington: A co-founder who played a crucial role in organizing and
strategizing.

— Peter Staley: An activist who became a prominent spokesperson for the
organization.

The first meeting of ACT UP took place on March 24, 1987, at the Lesbian and
Gay Community Services Center, where over 300 people came together to discuss
the urgent need for action.

Key Strategies and Tactics

ACT UP is renowned for its innovative and confrontational strategies, which
aimed to draw attention to the HIV/AIDS crisis and demand government
accountability.

Direct Action

One of the most notable tactics employed by ACT UP was direct action. This
included:

- Protests and Demonstrations: Large-scale demonstrations were organized to
raise awareness and pressure officials. For instance, the “Stop the Church”
protest in 1989 targeted the Catholic Church's opposition to condom
distribution.

— Die-ins: Activists staged die-ins to symbolize the deaths caused by the
epidemic, often in public spaces to attract media attention.

— Infiltration of Government Meetings: ACT UP members disrupted meetings and
hearings to demand that government bodies address the crisis.

Media Engagement

Recognizing the power of media in shaping public opinion, ACT UP employed
several strategies to maximize their visibility:

1. Creative Messaging: The use of slogans and graphics, such as the iconic
"Silence = Death" poster, conveyed their message succinctly and powerfully.
2. Press Conferences: Regular press events helped to ensure that the plight
of those affected by HIV/AIDS remained in the public eye.

3. Documentary Filmmaking: The organization produced videos that documented
their actions and experiences, which were pivotal in educating the public and
garnering support.

Landmark Achievements

Through relentless activism, ACT UP achieved several significant milestones



that transformed the landscape of HIV/AIDS treatment and advocacy.

Accelerating Drug Approval Processes

One of ACT UP's most notable accomplishments was its role in accelerating the
approval of life-saving drugs for HIV/AIDS treatment.

— The FDA and AZT: ACT UP pressured the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to
expedite the review of the drug AZT, the first antiretroviral medication
approved for HIV/AIDS treatment.

— Clinical Trials: The organization played a crucial role in advocating for
more inclusive clinical trials, ensuring that marginalized populations were
represented.

Policy Changes and Funding Increases

ACT UP's advocacy also led to increased funding for HIV/AIDS research and
care:

— Ryan White CARE Act: The passage of this act in 1990 provided federal funds
for HIV/AIDS treatment and care, largely due to the advocacy efforts of ACT
UP and other organizations.

— Increased Awareness: Their work helped to shift public perception,
fostering greater awareness and understanding of HIV/AIDS as a critical
public health issue.

Legacy of ACT UP

The impact of ACT UP extends far beyond its immediate achievements.

Cultural Influence

1. Media Representation: The activism of ACT UP influenced how HIV/AIDS was
portrayed in media and popular culture, leading to more nuanced
representations.

2. Community Building: The organization fostered a sense of community among
those affected by HIV/AIDS, encouraging mutual support and solidarity.

Continued Activism

The spirit of ACT UP continues to inspire new generations of activists:

— Global AIDS Movement: The principles and tactics established by ACT UP have
been adopted by international movements advocating for HIV/AIDS awareness and
treatment access.

— Intersectionality in Activism: ACT UP’s recognition of the intersecting
issues of race, gender, and sexuality in the HIV/AIDS crisis has influenced
broader social justice movements.



Conclusion

United in Anger: A History of ACT UP serves as a powerful reminder of the
importance of activism in the face of injustice. The organization’s
relentless pursuit of health equity and human rights for those living with
HIV/AIDS has left an indelible mark on both the history of public health and
social movements. As we reflect on their legacy, it is essential to continue
advocating for those affected by HIV/AIDS, ensuring that the lessons learned
from ACT UP guide us in the ongoing fight for justice and equality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of the documentary 'United in
Anger: A History of ACT UP'?

The documentary primarily focuses on the history and activism of the AIDS
Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP), highlighting the group's efforts in
fighting against the AIDS crisis and advocating for the rights of those
affected by the disease.

How did ACT UP influence public perception of AIDS in
the 1980s and 1990s?

ACT UP played a crucial role in changing public perception of AIDS by
transforming it from a marginalized issue into a public health crisis that
demanded immediate attention, utilizing direct action, protests, and media
engagement to raise awareness.

What are some key events depicted in 'United in
Anger' that showcase ACT UP's activism?

The documentary depicts several key events, including the famous
'Silence=Death' campaign, the storming of the FDA to demand faster drug
approvals, and the 'Stop the Church' action against the Catholic Church's
stance on AIDS.

How does 'United in Anger' address the
intersectionality of the AIDS crisis?

The film addresses intersectionality by highlighting how marginalized
communities, particularly people of color and LGBTQ+ individuals, were
disproportionately affected by the AIDS crisis and how ACT UP's activism
sought to address these inequities.

What impact did 'United in Anger' have on
contemporary discussions about health activism?

The documentary has had a significant impact on contemporary discussions
about health activism by inspiring a new generation of activists to advocate
for marginalized communities and emphasizing the importance of grassroots
movements in influencing public health policy.
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Explore "United in Anger: A History of ACT UP" and uncover the powerful story of activism in the
fight against AIDS. Learn more about this impactful movement!
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