
Racism and AIDS : African Origin Theories of H IV-1 

Charles W. Hunt 
University of Utah 

The A I DS epidemic, first discovered in the U nited States in 1981, 
has caused a g reat deal of speculation with regard to the o ri­
gins of both the H I V-1 retrovirus and the early pathways fo r the 

epidemic itself.  The African origins theory is the most widely 

accepted origin theory for H I V-1 in the West. This theory is 
based upon six assertions, a l l  of which either lack evidence or, 

when evidence has been present, these assertions have been 

contradicted . The African origins theory is unsubstantiated. The 

African o rigins theory is based not upon scientific logic but rather 
upon victim-blaming, the attempt to define "the other" as the 

cause of disease, and racism. 

From whe re d id  Acq u i red Immune  Def ic iency Syn d rome (A I DS) 
and the H IV- 1 v i rus come? What are the u lt i mate or ig ins  of th is  ret rovirus 
and the i l l ness it causes? What a re the h idden a rg u ments beh ind  the 
search  for the o ri g i ns  of both H I V- 1  and the A I D S  ep idemic? We w i l l  
examine these questions  i n  the fo l l owi ng  essay. 

A I DS was f i rst d iscovered i n  the Spri ng  of 1 98 1 , a l though  it was 
encounte red c l i n ica l ly  by medical  p ract i t ioners much earl i e r  than th is  
date .  Fro m  the ear l iest e ncounters with the A IDS syn d rome,  and with 
what wou l d  late r be known as the H I V- 1  retrov i rus ,  assu m pt ions were 
made as to the or ig i ns  of the d isease and the pathways wh ich  the i l l n ess 
had take n  and was taki n g .  Thus, ear ly i n  the ep idemic  the syn d rome of 
i l l n esses assoc iated with the immune suppress ion caused by the H I V- 1  
retrov i rus was known a s  G R I D, Gay Re lated I mmune  Defic iency. Th is  
des ignat ion ,  a l though  certa in ly  not the f i rst fo r the synd rome ,  he lped 
g i ve i t  a last i n g  assoc iat ion with gays in the N o rth  Ame rican m ind . 1 

It was a s i mp le  step from th is  name to the l ifestyle i nterp reta­
t ions  and the ep idem io log ical i nvest i gat ions which were to fo l l ow. These 
were to i nc lude the i nfamous "popper" (amyl n it rate) i nvest igat ions and 
associat io n ,2 wh ich was to d ive rt attent ion from the  vi ra l  cause of A I DS 
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for some t ime and to provide a wall beh ind which the b lood products indus­
t ry wou ld  h ide i n  o rder to cont inue thei r large p rofits without i nterruption b� 
the danger of a blood borne and transmittable cause for the A IDS i l l ness. 
The resu lt was l itera l ly thousands of hemoph i l iacs i nfected with the H I V- 1  
v i rus f rom use o f  v i ral i nfected blood products (Factor V I I I ) .  Assumptions 
concern i ng  o ri g i ns and pathways , assumptions concern ing  who is at r isk 
for H I V-1  i nfect ion ,  when p laced i nto pol icy and practice i n  a social context , 
can be costly not on ly i n  terms of do l lars but also i n  terms of l ives . 

Thus ,  from the ear l iest days i n  th is  ep idemic ,  there has been a 
cont i n uo u s  and  often g rowi n g  debate concern i ng the  o ri g i ns of the  
ret rovi rus and the consequent r i sk  to  i nd iv idua l  g roups f ro m  i ts  i nfect ion .  
Th is  cont i n u i n g  debate may be  d iv ided i nto two q uest ions wh ich  are 
often conf lated and confused d u ri n g  the d iscuss ion . 

The f i rst q uest ion is tru ly a q uest ion of ori g i ns  and a q uest ion of 
h isto ry. From where d id  the H I V- 1  v i rus ,  the v i ral  causative agent of the 
A I DS synd rome ,  or ig i nate? Where d id  th is  retrovi rus  come fro m ?  S i nce 
the A I  DS syndrome appears to be of recent emergence, when and where 
d i d  the causative agent evo lve? I t  seems , espec ia l ly  s i nce th i s  is  an 
ep idem ic  wh ich  arose in the 1 970s or  1 980s , that this q u est ion  shou ld  
be capab le  o f  be ing  answe red .  I t  shou ld  not  be necessary to look i nto 
the i ncompletely recorded past, as it i s  with the sexua l ly  t ransm itted 
d i sease of syp h i l i s ,  fo r i nstance,  to understand the or ig i ns  of A I DS .4 Was 
it, as in the c lass ic Smal l  Pox v i ra l  o ri g i ns ,  an an imal  c rossover? I f  th is  
i s  the case,  how long d id  the retrovi rus exist i n  the an i mal  popu lat ions 
and f ro m  what an imal d id  it c ross over? I f  i t  i s  not  an  an i mal  c rossove r, 
d i d  H IV- 1  evo lve i n  the h u man popu lat ion? Syph i l is ,  fo r i nstance,  is  
often thought  to have been a deve lopmental resu lt of  a p revious h u man 
d isease wh ich  was not  sexua l ly  t ransm itted (Yaws) . I t  shou ld  be recog­
n ized that ,  wh i le these are scient if ic quest ions ,  they conta i n  explos ive 
emot iona l ,  soc ia l , and po l i t ical ove rtones.  These q uest ions can not be 
asked without a ce rta i n  tens ion occu rri ng  and without la rg e r  imp l ica­
t ions be i ng  i nc l uded in any answer. 

There is a second and re lated series of quest ions.  These second 
quest ions are often associated and confused with the f i rst; they concern 
both the  p resent and the past spread of H I V- 1  i nfect ion .  They ask the 
fo l lowi n g :  What are the pathways of  the A IDS vi rus ,  the H IV- 1 retrov i rus? 
What h u man popu lat ions have been d iffe rent ia l ly  struck by th is  v irus 
and the consequent A I DS i l l ness? What are the characteristics of these 
popu lat i o n s  w h i c h  h ave made them part i cu lar ly  s uscept i b l e  to t h i s  
d i ffe ren t i a l  i m pact? What has m a d e  A I DS a p p e a r  t h e  way i t  has 
e p i d e m io log ica l ly?  These a re not q uest i ons  of u l t i mate o r i g i n s  but  
of t he  i nte rmed iate pathways of the  e p i d e m i c .  They m ay be  v iewed 
as c lose ly  re l ated to the f i rst q uest i on  of u l t i mate o r i g i ns but a re one  
s tep  re moved f rom s u c h  a f i rs t ,  and  h isto r ica l ,  q uest i o n .  
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It must be u n d e rstood that these q uest ions a lso have g reat 
emotion attached to them,  and nowhere is this more clearly demonstrated 
than in the A IDS epidemic .  Or ig i nal g roups who suffer from the i nfect ion ,  
part i cu l ar ly  i f  t he  e p i d e m i c  i s  a sex u a l l y  t ransm itted d i sease ,  can be 
st ig mat ized and  v ict i m-b lamed . Agai n ,  the long stand ing  debate con­
cern ing the or ig ins,  E u ropean o r  North American ,  of the syph i l i s  bac i l l us  
are an example of  th is .  The emot iona l  content of  ep idemic or ig i ns  can ,  
a n d  i s ,  ass igned t o  ear ly i nfected g roups ,  such a s  has been s o  c learly 
the case with gay males i n  the Un ited States. Thus,  a debate concern ing 
the ear ly  pathways of a sexual ly t ransm itted ep idemic is not pu re ly a 
sc ient if ic quest ion ,  j ust as the u lt i mate o ri g i ns  of the ret rov i rus itself i s  
no t  a pure ly sc ient i f ic q uest ion . 

Why ask these q uest ions at a l l  if there is such a stigma potent ial? 
In fact , if one can d iscover the i mmed iate precu rsor v i rus to an infectious 
and deadly vi rus ,  there are poss ib i l it ies that th is earl ier  ancestor may not 
be v i ru lent or  deadly to humans.  I t  may be poss ib le to use the ancestor as 
a bas is for a vaccine and the foundat ion for prevention of the subsequently 
evo lved virus. Th is  i s  the sc ient i f ic j ust if icat ion fo r the search fo r o r ig i ns .  
I t  i s ,  u l t i mately, fou nded upon the h i stor ic mode l  o f  Jenner's vacc ine ,  
de rived from Cow Pox ,  the ancestral v i rus to Smal l  Pox  wh ich  was not 
v i ru lent to h u mans .  Cow Pox was used to provide the bas is for a vaccine 
for Smal l  Pox. We have seen Smal l  Pox e rad icated due  to the wide­
spread campa ign  to use th is vacc ine  in the farther  corners of the world . 
If th is  model were app l i cab le to the H I V- 1  v i rus ,  it ce rta in ly  wou ld justify 
the search for ori g i ns .  

This ,  then ,  is t he  scientif ic justif icat ion fo r  t he  search concern ing  
the  or ig ins  of  the  H I V- 1  v i rus .  Certa i n ly, the search for the ear l iest h uman 
popu lat ion which became i nfected with H IV- 1 , and deve loped A I DS as a 
conseq uence , is a lso capable of such a sc ient i f ic j ust i f icat ion . F i nd i ng  
t h i s  ear l y  h i story of t h e  ep idem ic  wo u l d  a l so  open  the  poss i b i l i ty o f  
d i scove r i n g  an e a rl y  p recu rs o r  and  deve l o p i n g  a vacc i n e .  

Dur i ng  t h e  course o f  t h e  fo l lowi ng  essay, w e  w i l l  examine the 
Afr ican or ig in  theory of H I V- 1 . Thus,  we wi l l  be look ing at  the answers 
that have been g iven to the i n it ia l  q uestion mentioned above , the quest ion 
of the u l t imate o ri g i ns of the H I V- 1  v i rus.  In th is essay, we need to look at 
the sc ient i f ic j ust i f icat ions fo r these theor ies but ,  as I wi l l  a rgue  more 
extens ively i n  the latter  sect ions ,  we need to look at the h idden content 
of these theor ies .  What is  i t  that they are sayi ng between the l i nes of 
the i r  arg uments and theor ies? Is  log ic and science the sole basis fo r the i r  
approach ,  o r, rather, are there h idden assumptions and h idden po l it ical 
agendas contained with i n  these scientif ic pu rsu its? Needless to say, I w i l l  
a rgue  at  l e n gt h  t hat t h e re are ,  as Sy lv ia  Tes h  has te rmed them i n  h e r  
b r i l l i ant  b o o k ,  h idden arg u ments beh ind  a l l  these investigat ions.5 These 
hidden arguments are very s ign if icant and important, at least as s ign if icant 
as the arguments which are v is ib le .  
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Ultimate Origins T heories for the HIV- 1  Virus 

Even before the pathogenic causative agent of A IDS was isolated 
and identif ied , with a test deve loped for its presence in 1 985, theories for 
t he  o r i g i n s  of t h e  as yet u n id e nt i f ied  H I V- 1  retrov i rus  we re advanced . 
Pe rhaps n o n e  h ave been as w idespread o r  as e n d u r i n g  as t he  theory 
t hat t he  H IV- 1 v i rus  o r i g i nated i n  cent ra l  Af r ica .  One cannot work i n  
t he  f i e l d  of A I DS researc h  and  h ave one ' s  wo rk  know n  by  t h e  p u b l i c  
w i t hout b e i n g  q uest ioned f req u e nt ly  conce r n i n g  t he  Af r ican o r i g i n s  
t h e o ry o f  t h e  A I DS v i ru s .  I t  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  e a r l i est to p ics  b ro u g ht u p  i n  
a n y  co nve rsat i on  conce rn i n g  A I DS a n d  t h e  A I DS e p i d e m i c .  W h e n  
s tudents  i n  a l a rg e  i nt rod ucto ry soc io logy  cou rs e  we re tested as t o  
t he i r  knowledge of A IDS at the Un iversity of Utah , for i nstance, seventy­
n i n e  pe rcent  responded that t he  H I V- 1  v i rus  o r i g i nated on the African 
con t i nen t  when  g iven a cho ice of a l l  cont i n e nts and  a l ast c h o ice  of 
" u n known " .  This is the theory most widespread and most accepted 
a m o n g  ed ucate d ,  and  I suspect ,  u ned ucate d ,  N o rt h  Ame r ican s .  I t  
appears early i n  t he  epidemic i n  both t he  popu lar  press and  i n  scientif ic 
and popu lar  scientif ic works by "experts" .  

Th is  theory took some t ime to  deve lop ,  part ly because it was 
not un t i l  1 983 that the A I DS syndrome was c learly ident i f ied as exist i ng  
i n  Af r ica. Th is  occu rred as  a resu lt o f  a number  o f  wealthy Afr icans  
t rave l i n g  to  E u rope fo r medical  treatment fo r i n t ractab le  i l l nesses fo r 
which they had sought treatment, unsuccessfu l ly, i n  Afr ica. The i nt ractable 
i l l nesses were, i n  fact, opportun ist ic d iseases, characte r ist ic of A I DS,  and 
the syn d rome was soon recogn ized i n  these pat ients from the Afr ican 
cont i nent .  Theoretical specu lat ion did not take long concern ing the or ig ins 
of  A I DS. In  Apr i l  1 983, i n  a lette r to the famous B rit i sh  med ical  journa l ,  
The Lancet, Jane Teas of  the Harvard Schoo l  o f  Pub l i c  Hea l th  advanced 
the theory that the Afr ican swi ne f lu v i rus m ight be the p recursor  to the 
A I D S  vi rus .  Th is  was , of course,  befo re the retrov i rus caus i ng  A I D S  had 
even been ident i f ied and a test deve loped fo r its p resence !  Teas also 
made the Hai t ian con nect ion fo r the or ig ins  of the A I D S  ep idemic  at the 
same t ime:  

C losely paral l e l i ng  the onset  of the f i rst cases of A I DS 
i n  1 978 i n  Hait i  was the f i rst conf i rmed appearance of 
the Afr ican swi ne fever vi rus (AS FV) a lso i n  Hai t i , i n  
1 979 . . .  I n  1 976 , ASFV was conf i rmed i n  C u ba a n d  a l l  
p igs were k i l led .  The is land remained disease-free unt i l  
1 980, when the vi rus reappeared , co inc ident with the 
arr ival of  Hait ian refugees . . .  When an  i nfected p ig  was 
k i l led and eaten e i ther as (u ncooked or u ncooked) meat. 
O n e  of t h e  peop l e  eat i n g  t h e  meat w h o  was both 
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immunocomprom ised and homosexual  wou ld  be the 
pivotal po int ,  a l lowing fo r the d i sease to spread amongst 
the vacat ion ing  'gay' tou rists i n  Ha i t i . 6 

The Hait ian con nect ion was suggested i n it ia l ly  i n  the ep idemic 
by the d iscovery of  t h i rty-fo u r  cases of  A IDS among Ha i t ian imm ig rants 
to the U n ited States in 1 98 1 , p ract ica l ly  co inc ident with the d iscovery of 
A I DS in the U n ited States '? 

Need less to say, compla i nts f looded i nto the jou rna l  as a resu l t  
of  th is  ingen ious lette r and i ts  c reative theo ry. I t  was wide ly specu lat ive ,  
tota l ly  without any ep idemio log ical support ,  and ,  i n  late r i nvest igat ion by 
researchers from Belg ium and Ho l land ,  p roved completely unfounded . The 
Hait ian connect ion so made in a mere un researched letter, in associat ion 
with the above ment ioned th i rty-fou r  cases among Hait ian immigrants to 
the U n ited States, was suff ic ient for the Centers for D isease Contro l ,  and 
the publ ic ,  to designate Hait ians as a h igh r isk g roup, however. I n  fact , in 
retrospect, we know that the African swine v i rus is not a retrovirus at al l ,  
and therefore un related t o  t h e  A IDS virus which i s ,  o f  cou rse, a retrovi rus. 
Because they are fundamental ly of d iffer ing fami l ies of vi ruses, African 
swine virus cou ld not have been the precu rsor for H IV- 1 but the die had 
been cast. In subsequent research  on  Hai t ians with A I DS,  i t  was fu rther  
dete rmi ned that a l l  o f  these Ha i t ians were i nvolved with the tou rist t rade 
with North Ame rica. None of the i nd iv idua ls  who were ear ly cases of 
Hait ian A I DS had ever even met an Afr ican .  I t  appeared that A I DS came 
to Hait i f rom North America, rather  than the reverse . 8 However, Africa 
and Hait i had been se lected as the focus of specu lat ion concern i ng  the 
or ig ins of  the A I DS ep idemic and the v i ra l causative agent .  The future 
wou ld ho ld  many such unsubstant iated theor ies conce rn i n g  the Afr ican 
or ig ins  of the v i rus  and the ep idemic .  

Ear ly i nvest i gat ions by researchers i n  Afr ica i n  1 985,  us ing  the  
recent ly deve loped e nzyme l i n ked i m m u nosorbent assay test (EL ISA 
test) , wh ich detects the body's immune  system react ion  to the H IV- 1 
v i rus ,  seemed to show very h i g h  rates of H I V- 1  v i ra l  i nfect ion i n  many 
a reas of cent ra l ,  easte r n ,  and s o u t h e r n  Af r i ca . 9 Pa rt i c u l a r ly, h i g h  
p reva lence rates we re detected i n  seve ra l Af r ican c i t i es  and , s u bse­
q u e nt ly, H I V- 1  i nfect i o n  was d etected in  r u ra l  a reas a lso .  Such h i g h  
rates o f  i nfect ion ,  i t  was argued ,  m ust p rove that t h e  d isease had been 
p resent i n  Afr ica fo r some t ime i n  o rder  to spread so extens ive ly  and 
reach such h igh p reva lence rates .  Certai n ly, i t  was asserted , to have 
been so widespread in 1 985,  H IV- 1 and A I D S  must have been in Afr ica 
fo r at least a decade or  more .  Also, test i ng  of ear ly blood samples and 
sto red blood samples f rom the late 1 950s seemed to i nd i cate a ve ry 
ear ly date for the p resence of H I V- 1  on  the cont i nent of Afr ica,  at least 
as ear ly  as 1 95 9 .  A p re g nant  wom a n  was fo u n d  to be H I V- 1 pos i t ive 
i n  K i n s h asa ,  Za i re ,  i n  1 970 .  A s tudy of t h e  s e ra saved f rom seve ra l 
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" re m ote "  t r i bes  i n  Z i mbabwe , L iber ia ,  and Kenya i n  the late 1 960s and 
early 1 970s "confirmed the presence of H IV- 1  i n  two speci mens from the 
Mano tr ibe of L iberia" . 1 0 It is often asserted that these are the earl iest 
evidence of A I DS and H I V- 1 , certa in ly earl ier  than in North America. As 
Shannon ,  Pyle ,  and Bashshur  assert :  

With the notable except ion of  KS and other  myste r ious 
symptoms found i n  the f rozen t issue of a 1 6-year-o ld 
b lack  Ame r ican male who d ied i n  1 96 9 ,  no  se ru m 
samples stored i n  the U n ited States pr ior  to the 1 970s 
h ave been fo u n d  to be seropos i t i ve . On the bas is  of 
s e ro log ica l  s tud ies  the re is some i n d icat i o n  that H I V  
i n fect i o n  may have e m e rged  ear l i e r  i n  Af r ica than i n  
the Un ited States. However, the rapid ly r is ing inc idence 
of cases in Afr ica a lso sug gests a new e p i d e m i c  of 
i nfect i o n  perhaps as recent  as 40 to 50 years ago . 1 1  

I f  these a rg uments are true ,  then the next q uest ion to ask i s :  Where and 
how exact ly did H IV- 1  or ig i nate on the Afr ican cont i nent? 

There are many creative and very imag inat ive responses which 
have been made to th is  question .  Let me t ry to out l i ne  the bas ic  Afr ican 
or i g i ns  theory as developed i n  the popu lar  and sc ient i f ic p ress f rom 1 983 
onward . 

The African origins theory usually starts with monkeys, particularly, 
g re e n  m o n keys i n  eq uato r ia l  Afr ica .  These g reen monkeys are i nfected 
wi th a s i m ian  i m m uno-vi rus known ,  approp riate ly enoug h ,  as s i m ian 
i m m u nodef i c ie ncy v i rus  ( S I V) . This retrov i ru s  does n ot cause  any 
i m m u n e  def i c ienc ies  i n  th is  African eq uato r ia l  g reen monkey, but when 
i njected i nto other  species of mon keys it causes an A I DS- l i ke i l l ness .  I t  
i s  th i s  retrovi rus wh ich is  most often c i ted as the p recursor  fo r H I V- 1  in  
h u mans .  H ow d id  the c rossover f rom monkey to h u man occu r? Th is ,  
as one m i g ht expect, is  where real theoret ical c reativ ity occ u rs .  

I t  i s  g e n e ra l l y  spec u l ated that t h e  c rossove r f ro m  m o n key to 
h u mans  occu rred d u e  to some sort of c u lt u ra l /sexua l  p ract i ce  in t he  
e q u ato r ia l  reg i o n s  o f  Af r ica .  I n  its most l u rid  p resentat ion , th is c ross­
over occu rs because of voodoo or  shaman ist ic sexual p ract ices ,  such 
as the i nject ion of  monkey b lood from the g reen monkey to enhance 
sexua l  p e rfo rmance ,  p l eas u re ,  and  exc i te ment  by some g ro u ps of 
Af r ica n s . 1 2 I n other vers ions in the popu lar  med ia  and in o ra l  mythology 
i n  North Ame rica, the g reen monkey is consumed uncooked by Afr icans 
and this p rovides a c rossove r route very s im i la r  to the route posited 
earl i e r  fo r ASFV by Teas. Another  var iant for the c rossove r event posits 
a monkey b ite as the c rossover  pathway. 1 3 Certa in ly  there i s  room fo r 
many c reative theories here ,  espec ia l ly  s i nce it is c lear that such a cross­
over event is  imposs ib le  to document or prove ; i t  thereby becomes a 
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subject of specu lat ion and mytho logy rather  than an actua l  event .  At 
any rate ,  whateve r t he  c rossove r methodo logy, t he  g reen  m o n key 
ret rov i rus is  seen as the u lt i mate precu rsor to the H I V- 1  v i rus and A I DS.  
Accord i ng  to th is  theo ry, the ret rov i rus ,  famous fo r i ts  f l u i d ity i n  terms of  
i ts  chem ical/genet ic structu re , 1 4 must have mutated d u ri n g  one of the 
contacts i n  Afr ica w i th  h u mans and became the H I V- 1  i nfect ious agent 
fo r the A I DS ep idemic .  

The sto ry has variants f rom here ,  j ust as there a re variants in  
the crossover path .  In  some vers ions ,  the retrov i rus ,  hav ing once crossed 
ove r and m utate d ,  lay d o rmant  for var i ous  per iods of  t i m e  befo re 
b reak i n g  out  i nto  the general  populat ion in Africa due to social d is ruption 
such as warfare , mass ive m ig rat ion ,  or  ag ricu ltu ral/eco log ical d isruption .  
Once it broke out from i ts  endemic ru ral enclave, however, i ts  movement 
i nto the general Afr ican popu lat ion is evident ,  accord ing  to the prevalence 
studies on the cont inent conducted from 1 983 onward . From the African 
cont inent it spread to the wor ld ,  eventual ly str i k ing North America. 

This certa i n ly  sou nds l i ke a b ri l l iant thes is ,  and i t  is asserted 
that it f its many of the facts and much of the h i stor ic ev idence from the 
deve lopment of the A I DS ep idemic .  The bas ic  out l i n e  p resented above 
has been advanced by n u m e ro u s  popu la r  j o u rna l s  as we l l  as some 
"author i t ies"  i n  the  f i e ld  o f  scientif ic research and  v i ro logy, such  as  Robert 
Gal lo. 1 5 Let us look c loser, howeve r, at the bas ic assert ions of th is  theory. 
The fundamental asse rt ions are:  

1 .  H I V- 1  and/o r  A I DS appeared f i rst o n  the  Afr ican cont i nen t ,  
p robab ly  i n  t he  1 950s .  

2 .  The evidence for #1 above i s  present in  stored African blood samples 
and H IV-1  prevalence studies from rural and urban Africa. 

3 .  There i s  ev ide nce that H I V- 1  i nfect ion  a n d  A I DS have been 
present for some t ime on  the Afr ican cont i nent ,  pe rhaps i n  a 
rura l  area remote f ro m  co ntact with the rest of Af r ica.  

4.  The precursor retrov i rus ,  the g reen monkey S IV, is c losely re lated 
to the H IV- 1 v i rus .  G enet ic research demonstrates th i s  c lose 
re lat ions h i p  and demonst rates the mutat ion o r  descent of the 
S I V  g reen monkey v i rus i nto H I V- 1 . 

5 .  There m ust be some crossover method or  event wh ich  a l lowed 
this S I V  ret rov i rus to make the leap f rom an i mal , p resu mably 
the g reen mon key, to h uman be ings ,  where it became H IV- 1 . 

6 .  T h e  h i gh  p reva lence rates o f  H IV- 1 i nfect ion a n d  A I DS p rov ide 
evidence fo r the ear l i e r  spread of  H IV- 1 i nfect ion  and A IDS in  
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the Afr ican context . 
Not al l  of these six assert ions must be true for the African or ig ins  

theory to  stand,  but some of  them must be verif ied. For  i nstance, certa in ly  
the earl iest appearance of  H IV- 1  on the cont inent of  Africa must be t rue if i t  
or ig inated there (# 1 , #2 , #3 ,  and #5) . I f  the crossover theory from the 
g reen monkey (#5) is correct , then the genetic re lat ionsh ip  between H IV- 1  
and  the g reen monkey S IV must be  true (#4) . I f  t h i s  hypothesis is not t rue ,  
then there must be some early relat ive of  the H IV- 1  v i rus  on the cont inent .  
Perhaps some other SIV? 

Are these  six assert i ons  true and ver if i ed  by the sc ie nt i f i c  
l i t e ratu re ?  No .  I n  fact , not a s i ng le  one of  these assert ions has c lear  
s u pport o r  ev idence i n  the scient i f ic l i teratu re .  Most o f  the s ix  asse rt ions 
have been d i rectly contrad icted by research i n  the past f ive years . Let 
us take the above statements one by one and exami ne them,  beg i n n i n g  
with the assert ion  that t h e  ear l iest cases o f  A I DS were i n  Af r ica.  

Frequent ly, when u n usua l  cases occ u r, u nexp la ined in causa­
t ion  and u n usua l  i n  c l i n ical cou rse ,  they are docume nted , reported , 
and wri tten up .  Th is  mate r ia l  is then sent to var ious medica l  j ou rna ls ,  
there to rema in  for posterity 's refe rence and poss ib le  use .  In  a very 
important art ic le ,  appeari ng i n  the Review of Infectious Diseases i n  1 987 , 
Dav id  H u m i ne r, Joseph Rosenfe ld ,  and S i lv io D. P i t l i k  retrospect ive ly  
exam ined these anomalous cases i n  med ica l  l i te ratu re pub l i shed from 
1 950 t h roug h  1 978, looki ng  for reports of i l l nesses which wou ld  f i t  the 
c l i n ical def i n i t ion of A I DS. 1 6 I t  needs to be noted that ,  eve n w i thou t  
s o p h i st i cated laborato ry conf i rmat i o n ,  t h e  c l i n ica l  c ri te r ia  co r rect l y  
d e l i n eate A I D S  i n  most cases .  I n  fact ,  i n  Afr ica ,  whe re l abo rato ry 
confi rmat ion is  both too expens ive and too d iff icu lt  to obtai n ,  the c l i n ical 
defi n i t ion of A I DS is q u i te va l id and re l i ab le .  What d i d  these  t h ree 
researc h e rs f i nd  i n  the i r  ret ros pect ive study of t he  med ica l  l i t e ratu re ?  
T h e y  f o u n d  n i neteen cases o f  i l l ness wh ich f it t h e  c l i n ical  def i n i t ion of 
A I DS over the course of th is  twenty-e i ght year  per iod . The f i rst such 
case occ u rs i n  1 952 and was reported i n  1 953. 1 7 From where was the 
f i rst case reported ? From the U n ited States. As H u m ine r  et a l .  state : 

E i g h t of 1 9  cases we re re p o rted f ro m  t h e  U n i ted  
States .  Two repo rts each came from Canada ,  the  
U n i ted K i n g d o m ,  and West G e r many. I so lated cases 
w e re re p o rted  f rom Swed e n ,  D e n m a r k ,  B e l g i u m ,  
U ganda ,  and I s rae l . 1 8 

Almost half  of these cases occur  i n  the U n ited States and the rest occu r  
i n  various othe r  western countr ies ,  w i t h  the exception  o f  I s rael  and  
Uganda.  The  case i n  I s rael f i rst appears i n  1 969 .  The  f i rst appearance 
of an A I D S  case i n  Africa occu rs i n  Uganda i n  1 973.  This is more than 
two decades after the f i rst appearance of A I DS i n  the U n ited States . 
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This  study is the best ava i lab le o n  ear ly cases of A IDS ,  and it i s  hard ly 
p roof of the ear l i est appearance of A I D S  on the Afr ican cont inent .  I n  
fact , i t  p roves noth i n g  of the sort .  I t  shou ld  b e  noted that th i s  study a lso 
refutes such ori g i ns  theo r ies fo r H IV- 1 as the famous CIA theory which 
pos its a C IA  c reat ion  of the H I V- 1  v i rus .  The c reat ion  of th i s  v i rus by 
anyone is out  of the q uest ion  s i nce techn iques for gene sect ion  sp l i c i ng  
and DNA recombinant work  were d eve loped decades late r than 1 952 ,  
wh ich is the ear l iest appearance of A I DS .  

There are a n u mber  of complexi t ies i n  the cases reported by 
H u m iner, et a I . ,  however. F i rst ,  a l l  of the laborato ry data are not p resent ,  
and th is  is  especia l ly  t rue of i m m u n osystem data fo r these pat ients .  I n  
most cases there are n o  t issue samples saved and the presence of H IV- 1  
cannot be ve r i f ied  i rrefu tab ly. T issue samp les are p resent f rom a 
myste r ious  case i n  S t .  L o u i s  i n  1 96 8 .  Th is  case, resu l t i ng  i n  the death 
of a young B lack man in that c ity, was def i n i t ive ly  determ i ned to be A I D S  
because o f  t h e  p resence o f  H I V- 1 . T h i s  st i l l  p redates t h e  f i rst appear­
ance of an Af r ican case by fou r  years ,  accord i ng  to H u m iner, et a l .  I t  
s h o u l d  be asse rted aga i n at t h i s  p o i nt ,  h oweve r, t hat a c l i n ica l  case 
def i n i t i on  of A I D S ,  s uc h  as used in  t h i s  s tudy, has been fo u n d  to be 
h i g h l y  va l i d  and  re l i ab le  when d i a g n o s i n g  A I DS in  the  absence of 
labo rato ry fac i l i t i es .  

A number  o f  those who s uffe red f rom these early cases had 
t rave led extens ive ly. I t  i s  i nte rest i ng  to note that the art ic le  specif ica l ly  
ment ions t rave l to  Af r i ca ,  a l t ho u g h  many of these i n d iv i dua l s  c lea r ly  
t rave led to a n u m b e r  of o the r  a reas of the  wor l d .  A ny conc lus ions  
concern i ng  the geog raph ic  o rig i ns  of the A IDS f rom which they suffe red 
is w i ld ly specu lat ive and unsupported . 

Another  compl icat ion , wh ich  may be i ntroduced i nto th is  data, is  
the level of  s u rve i l lance i n  the med ical  de l ive ry system i n  the var ious 
areas of the world . In  othe r  wo rds ,  i f  the  U n ited States system is much 
more extensive and complete ,  the A I D S  syndrome may s imply tr ip the 
s u rve i l lance wi re ear l i e r  o n  the North American cont i nent .  Th is  may 
account for the earl i e r  cases i n  the U n ited States .  The d iff icu lty with th is  
assumpt ion is that numerous p hys ic ians ,  operat i ng  i n  the Afr ican con­
text , have stated t hat A I D S - l i ke i l l nesses we re not p resent  in  any 
d etectab le  n u mb e rs p rev i o u s  to about  1 97 9 . 1 9 Often not repo rted i n  
the scient if ic o r  popu la r  med ia  are t h e  resu lts of H I V- 1  b lood tests of 
Af r ican b l ood w h i c h  have been  d o n e  and  have not s u ppo rted t h e  
Af r ican o r i g i n s  t hes i s .  Work done i n  the m id - 1 980s, wh ich used th ree 
d iffe rent screen ing  tests fo r the  p resence of  ant i -bod ies to H I V- 1  i n  b lood 
from male and fema le  c h i l d re n  and ad u lts f ro m  U g a n d a ,  f o u n d  n o  
ev ide nce o f  H I V- 1  i nfect i o n  i n  a n y  o f  t h e  b lood . Th is  t r ip le  level test i s  
much more re l iab le t h a n  the s i ng le  tests often used i n  other  reports a n d  
strong ly supports t h e  absence , i n  a n y  s i gn if icant numbers,  o f  H IV- 1  i n  
Uganda before 1 975. 20 
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I t  shou ld  be noted that Uganda ,  of a l l  Af r ican cou ntr ies ,  had , 
d u ri n g  the 50s,  60s and 70s , a q u ite soph ist icated system of medica l  
rep o rt i n g .  Th is cou nt ry i s  one of t he  few cou nt r ies  in  t he  wor ld , and 
c e rta i n ly in  t he  T h i rd Wor ld , to prod uce a complete d i sease at las of  i ts  
terr i tory in  the 1 970s.2 1 U ganda,  of a l l  cou ntr ies i n  the Th i rd Wor ld , i s  
t h e  most  s o p h i st icated i n  med ica l  s u rve i l l ance te rms .  The  weste rn  
ass u m pt i o n  of  p r i m i t iveness and  lack  of  s u rve i l l a nce i s  not  j us t i f ied . 

The fact st i l l  remains that, i n  terms of the med ical l iteratu re ,  there 
is n o  p roof of the ear ly ex istence of A I D S  i n  Af r ica. Exist i ng  evidence,  i n  
fact , po i nts t o  t h e  ear l i e r  ex istence o f  A I DS,  a n d  poss ib ly  H IV- 1  , on  othe r  
cont i nents ,  i n  other  a reas, and i n  t he  West and t he  U n ited States.  What 
about the ear ly b lood tests which conf i rmed numerous cases of H I V- 1  
i nfect ion  o n  t h e  Afr ican cont i nent? 

T h e  ear ly  b l ood tests ment ioned  i n  i tem #2 above we re co n ­
tam i n ated wi th l a rge  numbers o f  systemat ic fa lse pos i t ives .  The EL ISA 
test does not fu nct ion  re l iably i n  the Af r ican context because the test i s  
con fo u nded  by both sto red  b l ood ( i n  any  co ntext)  and  b l ood  w h i c h  
con ta i n s  m a l a r i a  an t i bod ies . 22 T h e  ear ly b lood tests w h i c h  showed 
h i g h  rates of H IV- 1 i nfect ion  i n  cit ies and res idua l  rates in ru ra l  a reas 
where essent ia l ly  mean ing less s i nce they were perfo rmed on both stored 
b l oo d  a n d  b l ood e n d e m ica l l y  i nfected w i th  ma la r ia .  Pa rt i c u l a rl y  t h e  
res i d u a l  l eve l s ,  often  refe rred to as e n d e m i c  and  men t i oned  i n  # 3  
above , i n  t h e  ru ra l  a reas, a re wel l  with i n  t h e  false posit ive range o f  t h e  
E L I SA test .  I n  other words ,  t h e  endemic ru ra l  a reas o f  H IV- 1  i nfect ion i n  
Africa have no val id ly documented infect ion levels at a l l .  The evidence for 
#2 and #3 above is ,  from a scientif ic standpoi nt, un iversal ly recogn ized as 
u n re l iab le and ,  i n  fact, nonexistent. 

T h e  i dea  that somehow t h i s  e n d e m i c  i nfect i o n ,  p resent i n  
s h e l t e re d  a n d  i so lated enc laves o f  r u ra l  Af r i ca ,  b ro ke o ut i nto t h e  
l a rg e r  co m m u n i ty o n  t h e  cont i nen t  d u r i n g  t he  1 960s o r  1 970s , i s  a lso 
r id i cu lous o n  its face .  There are rea l ly  no such iso lated areas on the 
cont i nent and have not been fo r many decades. The wor ld is  a much 
mo re i nteg rated and i nteract i ng  p lace than th is  model  wou l d  have us  
be l i eve, and inc l udes,  o f  course,  Af r ica and i t s  ru ra l  commun it ies .  

The asse rt ion  of the genet ic re lat ionsh ip  of H IV- 1 ret rov i rus to 
the Af r i can  e q u ator ia l  g reen  mon key s i m i a n  i m m u n ov i r u s  ( S I V) is  
w it h o ut d o u bt one of the major  asse rt ions of the Afr ican or ig ins thes is 
(#4 above) . The mutat ion of S IV i nto H IV- 1 has been the theoretica l 
an ima l  c rossove r fo r the Afr ican o ri g i ns  theory for a lmost a decade.  Of 
a l l  facts i n  the A I DS o ral  mytho logy of No rth America, none is so wide ly 
asserted as the re lat ionsh i p  of the g reen monkey v i rus to H I V- 1 . Are 
H I V- 1  and the g reen monkey S IV  c lose ly re lated? I s  the g reen monkey 
S I V  the p recu rsor  v i rus to H IV- 1 , thus  p rov ing  the or ig i ns  of H I V- 1  i tself? 
The answe r is  c lea rly and emphat ica l ly  no .23 
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It is ,  and has bee n ,  c lear  fo r a lmost f ive years that H I V- 1  andS IVs 
a re not c lose ly  re lated . T h ey have some s i m i l a r i ty ; they a re both 
retrovi ruses. H I V- 1  and S I Vs share some genet ic s im i l a rity, i t  i s  t rue .  
But ne i ther one is the descendant of the other, and that has been c lear 
for some t ime.24 Fu rther, H IV-2 ,  wh ich  is p resent i n  weste rn  Af r ica and 
causes a modi f ied fo rm of A I D S  w h i c h  i s  less  v i r u l e nt ,  has o n ly about  
seventy-f ive percent  g e net ic  s i m i l a r i ty to S I Vs of the  g reen  mon key. 
H IV- 1  also has been compared to S IVs, part icular ly in the g reen monkey, 
and it shares on ly about forty percent s im i lar ity with the c losest S IV. I t  
appears that H IV-2 i s  not d i rect ly re lated by descent to H I V- 1  e i ther, and 
the re lat ionsh ip of e i ther H I V- 1  or  H IV-2 to S IVs is complex and not read i ly 
apparent .25 One shou ld  note that ch impanzees and h u mans share a 
g reat deal more genet ic s i m i l arity than th i s ;  i n  fact , ch impanzees and 
h u mans share we l l  ove r n i nety percent genet ic s im i l a r ity, and yet they 
are ne i ther descendants ,  one  of the other, a l though  it is theo rized that 
they do descend from a common ancesto r. 

Cred ib le  researchers a re w i l l i n g  to admit  that we do  not know 
e n o u g h  about  ret rov i ruses in Afr ica to make any va l i d  state me nts 
conce r n i n g  the i r  re l at i o n s h i ps ,  one to another, nor  to make statements 
concern i n g  t h e i r  re l at i o n s h ips  to H I V  or its descent . 26 Some research  
i n d i cates that t he  o r i g i n s  of  S IV  a m o n g  g reen  mon keys i n  Africa may 
be ve ry ancient and these retrovi ruses may have co-evolved with the 
monkeys as long  ago as 1 0 ,000 years.27 These conc l us ions ,  i f  t rue ,  
make the or ig ins of H I V- 1  much more comp lex and d istant than at f i rst 
supposed . 

The geography of th is  i nfect ion  is i nco rrect for  an S I V  cross­
ove r, also. I f  H IV-2 is the most c lose ly re lated to S I Vs ,  then why is the 
H I V-2 v i rus concentrated in weste rn Af r ica rather  than easte rn Af r ica? 
Easte rn Afr ican is whe re both the g reen monkey is res ident  and where 
H I V- 1  has its h i ghest p revalences.  The geography of these d istr ibut ions 
is wrong for an animal c rossover from the g reen monkey to humans for 
H IV- 1 . As one text admits: "The situat ion may be much more complex and 
speculative than currently described. "28 T his complexity is sometime s 

i ntroduced , however, i n  the sc ient i f ic l i teratu re i n  o rde r  to attempt to save 
the S I V  to H IV- 1 descent and the Af r ican o rig i ns  thes is .  

I n  order  to  attempt to  save the H I V- 1  descent from some monkey 
vi r us ,  t he  a n i ma l  c rossove r t h e o ry and  t h e  Af r ican  o r i g i n s  t h e o ry fo r 
H I V- 1 , t h e  sc ient i f i c  l i te ratu re has beg u n  spec u l at i o n  conce r n i n g  a 
mu tua l  exchange amongst a n u mber  of S I V  retrov i rus ,  a l l  i nfect i ng  a 
host at the same moment and m ix ing  the i r  genet ic mate r ia ls i n  a sort of 
w i ld  o rgy of DNA sp l ic i ng .  It is pos ited that a number of S IVs may have 
i nfected , ben i g n ly i t  i s  ad m itted ,  a h u man host al l at the same t ime ,  then 
exchanged the i r  genet ic mater ia ls in some complex way, thus creat i ng  
the  resu lt ing H IV- 1 i n  that particu lar  host. Th is  mult ip le combined and  
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mutated vi rus then is t ransmitted and is the H IV- 1  v i rus.  Or  is it the H IV-2 
v i r u s ?  The specu la t ion  on t h i s  matter, i t  i s  adm itted in the sc ie n t i f i c  
l i te rat u re ,  i s  c o m p le te ly  u ns u p p o rted by any f o u n d at i o n  of rese a rc h  
o r  e v i d e n c e .  G iven t h e  complex ity o f  t h e  i nte rchange ,  i t  i s  u n l i ke ly  that 
th is  part icu lar  event w i l l  ever be documented let a lone scient if ical ly p roved 
or estab l i s h e d .  T h e  sc ie nt i f i c  l i t e ratu re has moved i nto t h e  rea l m  of 
myt h o l ogy, t h e  mytholog ical g reat exchange or  the massive DNA sp l ic ing 
orgy, if you please, as the event wh ich must  have occu rred . Th is  mytho­
log ica l  c reat ion ,  th is theoret ical c rossover event ,  exists i n  o rde r  to save 
the Afr ican o ri g i ns  thes is  and the green monkey c rossover. Th i s  theory 
of H I V- 1  o ri g i ns  i s  p u re and unadu lte rated specu lat ion-f l i gh t  of fancy. 
It is i nterest i ng  that recent popu lar  art ic les have asse rted that sc ience 
has now dete rm ined that H I V-2 and , u lt i mate ly, H I V- 1 , a re def in i t ive ly  
re l ated to S IVs i n  Afr ica.29 

Almost a l l  reports and research on the ancestry of the H I V- 1  and 
H I V-2 v i rus concentrate on the African connect ion .  There are numerous 
retrovi ruses i n  the world today, not the least of  which are fe l i ne retrov i ruses,  
eq u i n e  ret rov i ruses ,  and bov ine retrovi ruses , a l l  of which occ u r  in the 
West with cons iderable f requency. A l l  of  these occu r  i n  an i ma ls  wh ich 
are i n  c lose associat ion wi th  humans in  the West. None of  these retrovi ruses 
have been i nvest igated to near the extent that S IVs in Africa have been 
i nvest igated .  It seems to be a case of looking determinedly for the answer 
i n  one p lace ,  su re that it must be found there and not e lsewhe re .  Pe rhaps 
R ichard and Rosal i nd  C h i rimuuta have stated the underly i n g  factors most 
effect ive ly :  

Because sc ient ists found  it so d iff i cu lt to imag ine  that 
wh ite peop le cou ld  i nfect Afr icans with A I D S  and n ot 
the reve rse ,  such a poss ib i l ity has neve r been serious ly 
i nvest igated .30 

I n  conc l us ion ,  the evidence has ve ry defi n ite ly not been found 
fo r t he  a n i ma l  c rossove r theo ry of the o r i g i n s  of H I V- 1 , desp i te  t he  
popularity o f  t h i s  theory in  t he  Western press and  i n  t he  A I DS mytho logy of 
North America. Thus ,  the hypothesis in #4 above is complete ly unp rove n .  

The  asse rt i o n  i n  #5 , t hat s o m e  c rossove r event  has a l l owed 
H I V- 1 to move i nto the h u man popu lat ion , has been the sou rce of some 
of  the most shamefu l  anth ropolog ical research to be conducted i n  th is  
centu ry. One can f ind many assertions,  part icu larly aga in  i n  the popular 
press, that  m o n key b lood i s  used fo r many p u rposes on the Afr ican 
cont i nen t .  I t  i s  i nterest i ng  to note that none  o f  these p ractices have 
been wel l  documented in the scholarly l iteratu re by reputab le researchers .  
The " c rossove r"  eve nt  has been the  foca l  p o i nt fo r v i r u l en t  Weste rn  
rac i s m  wi th  reg a rd to Afr ican cu l tu ra l  p ract ices fo r ove r a decad e .  
Need less to say, t h e re i s  no  we l l - researched o r  d oc u m e nted exa m p l e  
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of t h i s  crossover event ,  no r  cou ld  there be s i nce there is no ev idence for  
a p recu rsor retrovi rus on the African cont inent i n  the f i rst p lace. Thus,  the 
hypothesis i n  #5 above is  wi ld specu lat ion and tota l ly  unsubstantiated .  

Final ly, we may examine the s ixth assertion above. This assert ion 
advances the present h i g h  p reva lence rates of H IV- 1 and A I DS on the 
Af r ican cont i nent as evidence for  the longstand i n g  existence of the v i rus 
i n  the Af r ican context . I t  must be adm itted that ,  when al lowances were 
made and i nterp retative p ract ices were adjusted to the Af r ican context 
for H IV- 1  testi n g ,  there remains at p resent a re l at ively h i gh  p revalence 
rate of H I V- 1  i nfect ion in Afr ica.  This h i g h  i nfect ion rate is concentrated 
in the "A I DS Belt "  in centra l ,  southe rn ,  and eastern Af r ica, with some of 
the h ig hest i nfect ion rates fo r H I V- 1  in Uganda and su rrou nd ing  areas. 
Certa in ly  Zai re a lso has a la rm i n g ly h i g h  i nfect ion rates with H IV- 1 . I t 
has been argued that these i nfect ion  rates , m uch h i ghe r  than anywhere 
i n  the West i n  "patte rn 1 "  A I DS ,  a re evidence of the longer  existence of 
A I DS and H I V- 1  on  the Afr ican context. Does the h i ghe r  p revalence 
rates in Afr ica const itute p roof of a l onger  existence fo r H I V- 1  on  the 
African cont i nent? No .  

There are many  reasons why the  H I V- 1  v i r us  may have spread 
i nto the African popu lat ion  more extens ive ly  than in the popu lat ion i n  
Western countr ies .  N o t  t h e  least o f  these reasons may b e  a m ig rant 
labo r system which p rovides not o n ly a means of contracti ng sexua l ly  
t ransmitted d iseases at  h igh p revalences i n  Afr ican popu lat ions ,  but  a lso 
p rov ides a ready and  ext re m e l y  eff i c i e nt a m p l i f icat i o n/t ransm iss ion  
system for  sexua l l y  t ra n s m itted d iseases (STDs) . 3 1 I t  has never  been  
asserted that syph i l is or  gonorrhea o rig inated on  t he  African cont inent .  Yet 
very h igh  rates of syph i l i s  and gonorrhea, i n  fact a rampant epidemic of 
these d iseases, occu rred i n  the  very same a reas of Africa d u r i ng  the 
1 960s and 1 970s. The socia l  factors, such as a m ig rant labor system ,  
wh ich he lped create these extremely h i g h  rates o f  STDs i n  prev ious 
decades,  are sti l l  operat ive in  the A I D S  ep idemic .  I t  has fu rther  been 
asserted that long stand ing  cu ltu ra l  p ract ices with regard to sexual ity32 
as wel l  as m i l i tary se lectio n  du r i ng  the recent C iv i l  War and u n rest i n  
easte rn Af rica a n d  Uganda33 have both ,  i n  the past decade ,  acce le rated 
the spread of H I V- 1  i n  the Af r ican context . If any o r  a l l  of these means of 
amp l ifyi n g  the t ransmiss ion and spread of STDs are operat i n g ,  and I 
wo u l d  assert that some , at l east a re o p e rat i n g ,  t h e n  the  h i g h  p reva­
l ence  rates of H I V- 1  in  easte r n ,  cen t ra l ,  and sou the rn  Af r ica a re p roof 
of a socia l  structu re s p read i n g  STD s ,  not  of  a b i o l o g ica l  o r i g i n  of t he  
ret rov i ra l  cause o f  A I DS.  I s  the s ixth assert ion above p roven ?  No.  

I n  a recent Scientific American a rt ic le by the two epidemiolog ists, 
Roy M. Anderson and Robert M. May, it is i nterest i ng  to see how the 
Afr ican or ig ins  of  the A I DS ep idemic is  supported .34 They assert that the 
h i g h  l eve l s  of i nfect i o n  w i th  H I V- 1  in  Afr ica a re p roof of the  Afr ican 
o r i g i n s  of the  ep i dem ic  and ,  i n  fact, assert that c rossover thes is  fo r the 

1 67 



Explorations in Ethnic Studies Vol. 17, No. 2 

v i rus i tself .  As Anderson and May state 
The A I DS virus a lmost certa in ly evolved in Africa . . .  ln the 
worst-aff l icted u rban centers in  Africa, 20 to 30 percent of 
p re g nan t  wo m e n  a re i nfected with H I V. T h i s  l eve l of 
i nfect i o n  has somet imes been attr ibuted to s o c i o ec o ­
n o m ic condit ions.  I t  i s  more l i ke ly  that t h i s  h i g h  rate of 
i nfect ion is  a consequence of the length of t ime ove r 
wh ich the v i rus has been spread i ng  i n  these areas : the 
ep idemic  is s imp ly  fu rther  advanced .35 

Therefo re ,  whe re the Afr ican ep idemic is concerned , the h i g h  leve ls  of 
i nfect ion  have a b io log ical , not a socia l  or ig i n .  The reason for these h i g h  
leve ls ,  accord i ng  t o  May a n d  Anderso n ,  is that t h e  d isease i s  b io log ica l ly  
fu rt he r  advanced i n  the ep idemic cyc le .  How then do we exp la i n  its h i g h  
levels i n  s o m e  areas a n d  a m o n g  some popu lat ions i n  the deve loped 
wor ld?  As Anderson and May state : 

The ep idem ic  deve loped q u ick ly  i n  the  ear ly  1 980s 
among i nt ravenous d rug  users and male homosexua ls  
i n  the U .S .  and Weste rn E u rope.  Th is  rap id  advance 
undoubted ly res u lted from the i nt rod uct io n  of the  v i rus 
i nto commun it ies hav ing behav ior  patterns ideal ly s u ited 
to v i ra l  sp read : d rug i nject ion and f req uent i nte rcou rse 
with many d iffe rent sexua l  partners . 36 

What is happen i ng  here?  The s imp le  answer is that ,  i n  terms of the i r 
t reatment of Afr ica and the U n ited States , when faced with h i g h  rates of 
in fect io n ,  Anderson and May sh ift the i r  means of exp lanat ion  depend i ng  
upon wh ich  cont i nent they are address i n g .  When  it comes to Af r ica, 
t h e re i s  a b i o l o g ica l  exp lanat i o n  w h i c h  s u p p o rts the Af r ican o r i g i n s  
t h e s i s ;  w h e n  they are exp la i n i n g  t h e  h i gh  i nfect ion  rate phenomena i n  
t h e  U n ited States a n d  Weste rn Europe, they move t o  a socia l/behavioral 
explanat ion .  Why not a social o r  behavioral exp lanat ion for the h i gh  rates 
of i nfect ion and A I DS in Africa? I t  wou ld undermine the i r  p resumpt ion of 
an African o rig ins  for the H IV- 1  v i rus .  

Anderson and May never ment ion that the earl iest cases of A I DS 
are fou n d  i n  the West ove r two decades before they are seen i n  Africa . 
They must be aware of th is ,  however, because they go  to some length 
to t ry to exp la in  why there is  no evidence of ear ly cases of A IDS i n  Africa. 
How do they exp la in  th is? 

The human v i rus cou ld have been s lowly spread ing  in 
parts of Africa for1 00 to 200 years, possibly even longer. 
It could be that i n  these much earl ie r  t imes,  the complex 
beg i n n i n g s  of t h e  e p i d e m i c  (as l oca l i ze d  f l i c ke r i n g s  
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i n  ru ra l  a reas) could not be detected against a h igh back-
g round no ise of i nfect ion  and d isease . Or it may be 
that ancestra l  forms of H IV in h u mans d id  not lead to 
A I DS .37 

The authors of th is a rt ic le t ry to advance the tr ip wire argument combined 
with an argument concern ing  ancestral forms . Do we have any evidence 
of th is ancestral form or its deve lopment? No. M ight the same argument 
be made for the presence of such an i nfect ious but non-d isease caus ing  
H IV i n  North Ame rica? Yes ,  but Anderson and M ay do not  make the  
same arg u ments fo r North America that they make fo r Af r ica, desp ite 
the ev idence of ear l i e r  cases in N o rth  Ame rica. They are desperate ly 
t ry ing  to support an Af r ican o ri g i ns  thes is ,  no  matte r what, and if th is  
requ i res sh ift i ng  arguments and the refusa l  to apply the same standards 
of d i scuss ion to both cont i nents , we l l  then ,  so be i t .  

What rema ins ,  the n ,  of the Af r ican o ri g i ns  theory of the H I V- 1  
v i rus? Litt le ,  i f  anyth i n g .  Afte r a l most a decade o f  research ,  a l l  w e  have 
are a few tota l ly  unsupported asse rt ions ,  a n u mber of u nscient i f ica l ly  
fou nded specu lat ions ,  and cons iderab le contrary proof. The essent ia l  
hypotheses upon wh i ch  any Afr ican o r i g i ns t heory m ust be based 
a re s i mp ly  u n p roven and in some cases , d i rect ly  cont rad i cted , by the  
ev ide nce .  The theo ry is sti l l  advanced i n  popu lar  med ia and i n  scientif ic 
and popular/scientif ic forums, however. 

I n  June of 1 988 ,  a lette r appeared i n  the Lancet, conce rn i ng  an 
ear ly  case (beg i n n i n g  about  1 966)  of A I D S  in  a N o rweg i a n  sa i l o r  and 
h is  fam i l y. 38 The auth o rs we re a l l  p hys i c ians  f rom va r ious  respected 
departme nts i n  N o rway. The l ette r c i ted  the H u m i n e r, et a l .  a r t i c le  
conce r n i n g  A IDS in  the pre-A IDS era and d iscussed th is  early Norweg ian 
case of A I D S  wh ich  k i l l e d  the N o rweg i an s a i l o r  and much  of h is fami ly. 
The letter  specif ica l ly  ment ions that th i s  sa i lo r  t raveled to Afr ica, a lthough 
it a lso ad mits that he t rave led to a n u m be r  of other  areas i n  the world 
and contracted STDs at least twice ,  p resu mably from any one of these 
areas. The art ic le makes a majo r  po i nt of assert i ng  "p roof" of the f i rst 
case of A I DS in E urope, i g nor i ng  cases in the H umi n er, et al. article i t  

c ites that precede th is  " f i rst" E u ropean case by al most a decade .  
I n  fact , i n  a 1 989 postsc r ipt to the i r  book denounc i ng  the Afr ican 

o r i g i ns  theory (wh ich was f i rst pub l ished in 1 987) ,  R ichard and Rosa l i nd  
C h i r i m u uta state :  

In  the  two years s i nce the book 's f i rst p u b l icat i o n ,  i t  
has been g rat i fy i n g  to f i n d  t h at m uc h  of t h e  ev idence 
fo r an  Af r ican o r i g i n  fo r the  H u ma n  I m mu nodef i c iency 
Vi rus (H IV) has not stood the test of t i me. Most impor­
tant ly, t he  Af r ican  g reen  m o n key i s  g e n e ra l ly  now no  
l o n g e r  t h o u g h t  t o  h a rb o r  a p re c u rs o r  to  H I V t h at 
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c rossed the  spec ies barr ie r, and oth e r  a n i ma l  v i ruses ,  
part i c u l a rl y  retrovi ruses in  sheep and catt le ,  are under  
cons iderat ion  . . .  

Although the scientif ic evidence for a n  African or ig i n  has been 
found wanti ng ,  the scient ists are on ly re luctantly abandon ing  their favo rite 
hypothesis and are consider ing the alte rnatives with l itt le enthus iasm.39 

U nfo rtunately, the C h i r imuutas are too opt im ist ic .  The popu lar  
and sc ient i f ic l i teratu re has not abandoned the Afr ican or ig i n s  thes is ,  
and had on ly  abandoned it tempo rar i ly by 1 989 i n  the face of mount i ng  
contrad icto ry evidence. The  quest ion becomes,  then , why  is  t h i s  the 
theo ry w h i c h  i s  p ro m u l gated in  the  popu l a r  Weste rn  m e d i a ?  W hy is  
th is  mythology the theory wh ich  is prominently accepted by "educated" 
Westerners? The bas is  fo r the acceptance of the Afr ican o r i g i ns  theory 
of H IV- 1 i n  the West must be based not on a scient i f ic rat iona l ity but on  
othe r  reasons .  What are those reasons? 

Conclusions 

The Afr ican or ig i ns  theory of H I V- 1  is based upon a n umber  of 
h i dden  just i f icat ions ,  a l l  of wh ich are not " rat iona l "  i n  the sc ient i f ic  sense .  
The f i rst j ust if icat ion is the tendency to vict i m-b lame for  such  a ser ious 
sexua l ly transm itted d i sease. I t  i s  a commonly observed tendency i n  
many  societ ies to b lame the vict im o f  a d i sease fo r the d i sease itse lf .  
This tendency is nowhere more p revalent than in sexua l l y  t ransm itted 
d i seases , where it can be seen most c learly in the pract ice of separat i ng  
" i n n ocent"  v ict ims from " g u i lty" v ict ims .4o 

T h e re i s  a f u rt h e r  j u st i f icat i o n .  That j ust i f icat i o n ,  o r  h i d d e n  
a rg u ment  to use  Tes h ' s  te r m i n o l ogy, i s  based u p o n  the  des i re o f  i n d i ­
v i d u a l s  i n  t h e  west t o  s e e  the  H I V- 1  i nfect i o n  a n d  A I DS as affect i n g  
othe rs ,  even to the po int  o f  or ig i nat ing  with others .  I t  h a s  common ly  
been observed that most d iseases are named fo r a reg i o n  othe r  than 
the one  ass i gn i ng  the name.  Thus ,  f l u  vi ruses are usua l ly  named by 
North Ame rican researchers fo r Asian locations .  STDs a re ofte n ca l led 
by the French d iseases of  the Germans,  and by the G e rmans ,  d iseases 
of the French ,  and so on. This is a lso the case with A I D S .  As S usan 
Sontag has obse rved 

One featu re of the usual scri pt for p lague :  the d i sease 
i nvar iably comes f rom somewhere e lse . . .  But  what may 
seem l i ke a joke about the i nevitab i l ity of chauvi n i sm 
reveals a more impo rtant truth :  that there i s  a l i n k  be­
tween imag i n i n g  d i sease and i mag i n i n g  fo re i g n ness .  
I t  l ies perhaps in  the very concept of wro n g ,  w h i c h  i s  
a rcha ica l l y  i d e nt ica l  with the non-us, the al ien. A pol lut ing 
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person is always wrong, as Mary Doug las has observed . 
The i nverse is a lso t rue :  a person j udged to be wrong  is  
regarded as , at  least potent ia l ly, a source of  po l l ut i on .4 1 

Th is  tendency, l ong  observed i n  many contexts ,  is a lso exace r­
bated by the combinat ion  of rac ism and fear  of the T h i rd Wo rld .  I n  the 
f i rst i nstance, Africa can be portrayed as the "dark" cont inent .  A conti nent 
of u n healthy pract ices and peop le ,  of sexua l  l icense ,  and d i sease .  A l l  
o f  the ste reotyp ical responses o f  Weste rners to  rac ia l ly "co lored"  people 
can be used , subconsc ious ly and consc ious ly, to support these h i dden 
assu mpt ions .  Agai n ,  Sontag has stated i t  we l l  

Thus ,  i l l ustrat ing  the classic scr ipt for p lague ,  A I D S  i s  
thought to have started in  the "dark continent , "  then spread 
to Hait i ,  then to the U n ited States and to E u rope,  then . . .  lt 
is understood as a tropical d isease: another  i nfestat ion 
from the so-cal led Th i rd World , which is ,  after a l l  where 
most people i n  the world l ive, as wel l  as a scourge of the 
tr istes tropiques. Afr icans who detect rac ist ste reotypes 
in much of the specu lat ion about the geograph ical o rig in  
l i m i na l  c o n n ect i o n  made to not ions  about  a p r i m i t ive 
past  and the  many hypotheses that h ave been f i e lded  
about  poss i b l e  t ran s m i s s i o n  f rom a n i m a l s  (a d i sease 
of g reen mon keys? Af r ican sw i n e  feve r? )  cannot he lp  
but  activate a fami l iar set  of  stereotypes about an imal ity, 
sexual l icense, and b lacks.42 

I n  th is  concept io n ,  we can exp la in  the longevity of the Af r ican or ig ins  
myth not by i ts  sc ient i f ic bas is ,  s i nce th i s  bas is  is  and has been fo r some 
t ime largely non-existent ,  but by the h idden reasons o r  arguments fo r 
th i s  o rig i n  of the H I V- 1  v i rus .  The Afr ican o ri g i n s  of the v i rus fu l f i l l s  the 
socia l  need , in a h i g h ly conservative e ra ,  to v ict im-b lame in STDs as 
we l l  as to see others as the sou rce of the i l l ness .  F u rther, the other  is 
conceptual ized not on ly as another  race but a lso as the Th i rd Wor ld in 
an e ra when U n ited States m i l i tary m i g ht is  "downsized " ,  made h i gh l y  
mob i l e ,  and tu rned from its former task o f  combat ing  t he  Soviet U n ion  to 
defeat i ng  dangerous upr is ings  and i n s u rgenc ies in th is  ve ry area ca l led 
the T h i rd Wor ld . The Fal l  of 1 992 was the SOoth ann iversary of  the 
C o l u m b i a n  estab l i s h me n t  of  t h e  d iv i s i o n  betwe e n  F i rst  and T h i rd 
wo r ld s ,  and  it i s  t h i s  s p l i t ,  t h i s  d i v i s i o n ,  w h i c h  i s  expressed i n  t h e  
p e rs i stent  ex iste nce ,  desp ite l a c k  o f  s c i e nt i f i c  s u ppo rt ,  o f  t h e  Af r ican  
o r i g i n s  t heo ry fo r t he  H I V- 1 v i r u s .  

I n  the face o f  the  myth c reat i n g  potent ia l  s u rro u n d i n g  the  A I DS 
ep idemic ,  socia l  and natural  sc ient ists can o n ly ask that h idden assump­
t ions be made apparent .  Those i nte rested can ask fo r rese a rc h ,  i f  not 
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wi th  fewe r b i ases , at l east w i th  exp l i c i t  ones .  Perhaps i t  i s  t i m e  to 
i nvest igate , fo r i nstance,  the poss ib i l ity of  an or ig in  fo r H I V- 1· and the  
A IDS ep idemic  i n  some other  locat ion than  Afr ica and the T h i rd Wor ld . 
Perhaps it is t ime to invest igate other  poss ib i l i t ies for an a n i mal cross­
over, i nc l ud i ng  those poss i b i l it ies in the F i rst Wor ld as we l l  as the T h i rd .  
I n  fact , i t  i s  t ime t o  i nvest igate the d ist inct poss ib i l ity that th i s  d isease 
began in the F i rst Wor ld . Hopefu l l y, th is  wi l l  not be accompan ied by the 
same so rt of vict i m-b lam ing  ideo logy that we have seen so appare nt i n  
t h e  i nvest igat ion  of T h i rd Wor ld or ig i ns  fo r the A I D S  ep idemic  a n d  H I V- 1 . 
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