Illness-Thought-Activism: From HIV/AIDS to COVID-19
Spring 2021 | Mondays 2:40-4:00 via zoom | 10 weeks
Professor Lisa Diedrich
Lisa.Diedrich@stonybrook.edu
Office hours: M 4-5pm and W 2:30-4pm or by appointment
Please email me to arrange an appointment

Image description: black background with pink triangle above the words SILENCE = DEATH.
This is the art activist collective Gran Fury's iconic graphic image designed for ACT UP (the AIDS
Coalition to Unleash Power) in New York City in 1987.

Course Description
This course will explore the conjunction illness-thought-activism in time. In particular, we will
focus our investigations on the medical, political, and aesthetic responses to the HIV/AIDS and
COVID-19 pandemics. We will use the historical example of the emergence of HIV/AIDS and
the increasing politicization of the illness as a lens through which to examine the ongoing
contemporary emergence of COVID-19. We will explore how these illnesses are treated in a
variety of texts—medical, media, and activist documents, as well as literature, film, comics, and
other forms of creative expression. In the most general terms, we are interested in being,
doing, and becoming in relation to illness experiences and events, therapeutic thought and
practices, and clinical and caring institutions and spaces. We will explore biopolitical issues,
including the social determinants of health and structural violence that means some people are
at greater risk for illness and premature death than others. Some of our organizing questions
for the semester include: Why and how is illness political? What factors impact health? What
constitutes good care? How can we deliver better care?
Learning Objectives
1. Identify how knowledge, power, and choice operate in healthcare settings. Give examples of
structures that limit the agency of ill people and their caregivers, as well as effective strategies
and models of good care and healthcare delivery.
2. Analyze scientific, medical, political, and aesthetic responses to illness. Specifically, compare
and contrast responses to HIV/AIDS in the 1980s to COVID-19 in 2020.
3. Investigate and critique how different media and genres present stories about health, illness,
and health care.
4. Use a variety of methods (including discourse analysis, annotation, visual cultural analysis, and
interviewing) to analyze illness different experiences and events of illness.
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5. Enhance group communication skills through discussions, small-group work, presentations
and debates.
Course Schedule
Documenting illness-thought-activism in time
Feb 1: Introductions
HIV/AIDS and structural violence
Feb 8: Paul Farmer, “On Suffering and Structural Violence: A View from Below,” Daedalus Vol.
125, No. 1 (Winter, 1996), 261-283.
Documenting HIV/AIDS: ACTing UP
Feb 15: ACT UP Oral History Project (http://www.actuporalhistory.org): please read the
transcript for the interview with Robert Vazquez-Pacheco
Also, please explore the ACT UP New York historical website (https://actupny.org)

Image description: Poster made by the Majority Action Committee of ACT UP with the words WE
DIE—THEY SAY NOTHING! in black block letters in all caps with annotations in brackets next to
each word in much smaller font. The poster is also bordered by the phrase “We recognize that
every AIDS death is an act of racist, sexist, and homophobic violence” repeated over and over.

Feb 22: ACT UP Oral History Project (http://www.actuporalhistory.org): please read the
transcript for the interview with Gregg Bordowitz
Drawing HIV/AIDS & COVID-19: Graphic medicine
Mar 1: Jaime Cortez’s online comic Sexile (2004)
Mar 8: In-class ACT UP Poster annotation exercise & preparation for MK
Czerwiec’s visit to our class
Please start reading MK Czerwiec’s graphic memoir Taking Turns: Stories from HIV/AIDS Care Unit
371 (2017)
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DUE: Annotation of an image from MK Czerwiec’s Taking Turns due on Blackboard
before midnight on Friday, March 12. Comments on a classmate’s annotation due
before 6pm on Sunday, March 14
Mar 15: MK Czerwiec’s graphic memoir Taking Turns: Stories from HIV/AIDS Care Unit 371
(2017) Attention! MK Czerwiec will be visiting our class, so please be sure to read
Taking Turns and be prepared to discuss it with Czerwiec.
Mar 22: Hillary Chute, “Can Comics Save Your Life?” Public Books (August 21, 2020).
https://www.publicbooks.org/can-comics-save-your-life/
Please explore the COVID-19 Comics page on the Graphic Medicine website:
https://www.graphicmedicine.org/covid-19-comics/
Select a COVID-19 comic to share and annotate on Blackboard

Image description: “Coronapaper,” comic by Roz Chast. Woman sitting in a green armchair,
staring ahead with wide eyes & dark circles under her eyes. A floor lamp is next to her chair with a
yellow lampshade. The wallpaper behind is a pattern of COVID-19 cells with their distinctive red
spikes. The title and image are clearly riffing on Charlotte Perkins Gilmore’s story “The Yellow
Wallpaper.”

Living with & documenting COVID-19: In real time
Mar 29: Racial politics of illness
Merlin Chowkwanyun and Adolph Reed, Jr., “Racial Health Disparities and Covid-19—Caution
and Context,” The New England Journal of Medicine. Accessed at nejm.org on May 6, 2020.
Andrew Liu, “‘Chinese Virus,’ World Market,” n+1, March 20, 2020. Accessed at:
https://nplusonemag.com/online-only/online-only/chinese-virus-world-market/
Also, please explore the Johns Hopkins University & Medicine Coronavirus Resource Center
(https://coronavirus.jhu.edu)
Final project proposal due on Blackboard before midnight
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Image description: Flattening the Curve graphic showing the impact of mitigation on the spread of a
pandemic. Steep red curve indicates the spread “without protective measure” while flatter blue
curve indicates more contained spread “with protective measures.” Original visual data was by
Rosamund Pearce for the CDC, adapted by Drew Harris. “The longer it takes the coronavirus to
spread to the population, the more time hospitals have to prepare.”
https://www.nytimes.com/article/flatten-curve-coronavirus.html

Apr 5: What is the time of COVID-19?
Ed Yong, “COVID-19 Can Last for Several Months,” The Atlantic, June 4, 2020. Accessed at:
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/06/covid-19-coronavirus-longterm-symptomsmonths/612679/
April 19: Final projects due on Black board
Course Assignments

Image description: A page from
MK Czerwiec’s Taking Turns (p. 166). The page depicts
the process by which MK creates her first comic. On the
left we see MK from behind leaning over a blank white
piece of paper. Moving to the right, we see the white paper
being filled with boxes and images culminating in a 6-panel comic
on the right. Underneath the sequence of panels of panels
are thought balloons about making a comic about being sad.
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1. Annotation as method of verbal and visual analysis (30 points)
Annotations (20 points): Twice during the semester, students will practice
annotation as method of visual analysis. On March 8, we will do an annotation exercise
on ACT UP posters during our zoom meeting. Working in small groups, you will make
notes on and about the poster, describing in detail the verbal and visual effects of the
poster (see more detail on how to annotate below). Some questions to consider: What
are the images, colors, words? What is the composition of the poster? How is the
viewer drawn to the poster and how are they meant to read it? Who is the audience?
What is the tone? What is the message? What was the context for the demonstration at
which the poster was used?
In advance of our class on March 15, students will choose a panel or page from MK
Czerwiec’s graphic narrative Taking Turns. Tell us what is happening in the page/panel
you have chosen. Describe the page/panel in detail, emphasizing what it shows and how
it shows it. Interpret the significance of the page/panel in relation to the text as a whole.
Is it a continuation of a theme? Does it do something different formally? Provide two
discussion questions that will help generate a conversation about the reading. Please
post your notes and interpretation on Blackboard before midnight on Friday,
March 12. Comments on a classmate’s annotation will be due before 6 pm
on Sunday, March 14. This exercise will help prepare us to discuss Czerwiec’s
book when she visits our class on March 15.
How to annotate: Generally, we annotate by writing directly on a text or image.
Because our discussions will be virtual not in-person, students are not required to write
directly on the image, though if you have the technology to do so, feel free to write or
type on the image directly. This is a two-part process—note taking and interpretation.
First, you will study the image carefully. You will take notes on what you see and feel as
you look at the image. This is descriptive work. Describe the image in detail. These
notes do not need to be full sentences or paragraphs. You will want to look and look
again. That is, don’t simply look and take notes in one sitting, but spend time studying,
then do something else for a period of time (sleep on it, go for a walk, watch a film,
listen to music), and return later to look again.
After you feel like you have fully annotated or described the image, then give us some
thoughts on what ideas or feelings the image is attempting to show. In a short paragraph
(3 or 4 sentences), interpret the image.
You will post both your notes on and your interpretation of the image.
Comments (10 points): In addition to your annotations, you are expected to post a
comment (50-100 words) on a posting by a classmate. (This is the minimum
requirement. You should feel free to engage more!) Your comments should be analytical
and thoughtful, not simply “I agree with so and so” but why you agree/disagree. You
should also read all the annotations by your classmates—this will help you understand
the readings better—different people notice and focus on different things. We learn
more from each other than we do on our own.
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2. Documenting COVID-19 project (50): three options—choose one!
1. Interview: Students will conduct a 30-minute interview with a person about their
experiences with COVID-19. You may interview someone you know (including family
members) or someone you don’t already know but who has a particular experience of
the pandemic that you would like to learn about. Students will transcribe the interview
and also write a 2-page reaction to the interview process.
2. Comic: Students will create a comic about COVID-19. This could document a
personal experience or that of someone you know; it could be the experiences of
healthcare or other essential workers; about how and why the virus spreads and how to
slow the spread; or about the racial, sexual, and class politics of COVID-19. The comic
must be at least 4 panels. Students will write a 2-page artist’s statement discussing their
comic.
3. Public health or illness politics poster or meme: Students will create their own
public health or illness politics graphic poster or meme. Students will write a 2-page
artist’s statement discussing their poster or meme.
Project proposals (1-page) are due on Blackboard on March 29 before midnight. Please
explain which project you intend to do, along with a rationale for your project. For the
interview project, you will explain who you are interviewing and why, and submit 10
questions that will help frame your interview. For the comics project, describe the
experience your comic will document and explain why you think this experience is
important to document in this form. For the public health or illness politics poster or
meme, describe the message that you want to communicate and why and how you plan
to do so.
Final projects will be turned in on Blackboard on April 19 before midnight.
Documenting COVID-19 Digital Archive at Stony Brook University Libraries
There is an opportunity to share your Documenting COVID-19 project with the Stony Brook
Libraries digital archive initiative also called Documenting COVID-19. If you are interested,
please feel free to discuss with me or contact Kristen Nyitray, Director of Special Collections
and University Archives, by email at Kristen.Nyitray@stonybrook.edu. You can find more
information about the archive and how to submit here. SBU Libraries has begun to publish
materials to the digital collection, including photos, written narratives, and oral histories. You
can browse that content here. If you are doing an interview and want to submit it to the digital
archive, you will need to get informed consent and permission to publish from your
interviewee. Ms. Nyitray and I can help you with this.

Diedrich Illness-Thought-Activism: From HIV/AIDS to COVID-19

7

[Image description: AIDS Flag 2015 by Indigenous, queer artist Demian DinéYazhi’. White stars on
red background in the upper left corner recall Indigenous textile artist Bertha Harvey’s “Flag Rug”
from 1991. Black and white stripes with block letter text in white letters states: “OUR
GOVERNMENT CONTINUES TO IGNORE THE LIVES, DEATHS AND SUFFERING OF PEOPLE
WITH HIV INFECTION BECAUSE THEY ARE QUEER, TRANS, INDIGENOUS, BLACK,
HISPANIC OR POOR. TO DATE, 659,000 PEOPLE HAVE DIED. TAKE DIRECT ACTION NOW.
FIGHT STIGMA. FIGHT AIDS.” This remixes an earlier ACT UP graphic created by Richard
Deagle, Tom Starace, and Joe Wollin created for U.S. Independence Day in 1989.]

3. Shares (10 points): Please share with the class an article or some other item that relates
to the themes of the class (e.g., a news story, feature article, academic article, film or book
review, comic, hashtag or conversation on social media, etc.). Please briefly summarize what
you share (100 words): tell the class how this connects with our readings and discussions (be
specific). For example, does it offer a story or situation that demonstrates a key concept or
theme we have discussed in class? Does it offer a different perspective on the experience of
illness?
4. Participation (10) You are expected to complete all assigned readings and engage with
others in synchronous and asynchronous online discussions. Some of the readings will be
difficult: spend time reading carefully and thinking critically about what you have read! One way
to engage in discussion is to take notes on the readings, discussions, and bring up specific
passages in the text that are interesting, confusing, provocative, etc.
Questions? Please use the general Discussion Board thread for course and technology
questions. If you would like to meet with me over zoom to discuss questions or concerns
about your progress or performance in the course, please email me and we will set up a
meeting on zoom.

Diedrich Illness-Thought-Activism: From HIV/AIDS to COVID-19

8

Keep the conversation going, use our course hashtag: #IllnessThoughtActivism. I
will use this hashtag on Twitter to post articles and commentary related to course themes.
Students are encouraged to do the same on Twitter, Instagram, and other social media. If you
come across a new hashtag relevant to the class, please share on the Sharing Discussion Board
thread.
Course Policies
On studying illness in a pandemic
I know these are incredibly challenging times. New York has been one epicenter of a pandemic
that, even after almost a year, is not over. We have also witnessed the horrific killing of George
Floyd, and many of us have participated in the protests against police violence that erupted in
New York and all over the world. These are not ordinary times and many instructors, including
me, have had to adapt from in-person to remote learning. I firmly believe this is the safest and
most accessible way to learn at the present time, as we eagerly await widespread vaccination. I
know that many of you are pleased to be able to take your classes online; some less so. I am
committed to working together to create a flexible and inclusive space for learning that takes
seriously one of the themes of the class: the need to think creatively about our practices of
healing and spaces of care. This includes the online space in which we will study illness and
illness politics in a pandemic. Feel free to reach out to me should you have concerns as we take
on a difficult topic at a difficult time.
I understand that people have different ways of taking in conversation and information. We will
spend one hour and twenty minutes together each week on zoom and I know this modality can
be exhausting. You should all feel free to get up, stretch, move around or not! Also, everyone is
free to turn their camera off should they need to deal with something in your local
environment.
Late work
All assignments have due dates outlined in the schedule above. If, for some reason, you cannot
meet a particular deadline, you will have the option of turning in late assignments for partial
credit. Please contact me by email if you cannot meet a deadline, so we can discuss when and
how you can complete the assignment.
Religious Observances: If you have religious observances that conflict with scheduled
assignments, please contact me at least one week beforehand so we can plan an alternative
schedule for you to complete any class activity or assignment you missed.
Understand When You May Drop This Course: It is your responsibility to understand
when you need to consider withdrawing from a course. Refer to the Stony Brook Academic
Schedule for dates and deadlines for registration.
Incomplete Policy: Under emergency/special circumstances, you may petition for an
incomplete grade. Circumstances must be documented and significant enough to merit an
incomplete. If you need to request an incomplete for this course, contact me for approval as far
in advance as possible.
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Course Materials and Copyright Statement: Course material accessed from Blackboard,
SB Connect, SB Capture or a Stony Brook Course website is for the exclusive use of students
who are currently enrolled in the course. Content from these systems cannot be reused or
distributed without written permission of the instructor and/or the copyright holder.
Duplication of materials protected by copyright, without permission of the copyright holder is a
violation of the Federal copyright law, as well as a violation of Stony Brook’s Academic
Integrity.
Online Communication Guidelines and Learning Resources: Maintain professional
conduct both in the classroom and online. The classroom is a professional environment where
academic debate and learning take place. I will make every effort to make this environment safe
for you to share your opinions, ideas, and beliefs. In return, you are expected to respect the
opinions, ideas, and beliefs of other students—both in the face-to-face classroom and in online
communication. Students have the right and privilege to learn in the class, free from harassment
and disruption. The course follows the standards set in the Student Code of Conduct, and
students are subject to disciplinary action for violation of that code. If your behavior does not
follow the course etiquette standards stated below, the grade you receive for a posting may
suffer. I reserve the right to remove any discussion messages that display inappropriate language
or content.
Online Etiquette:
• Offensive language or rudeness will not be tolerated. Discuss ideas, not the person.
• If you are responding to a message, include the relevant part of the original message in
your reply, or refer to the original post to avoid confusion;
• Be specific (to the reading, film or video, or comment from a classmate you are
responding to) and be clear, especially when asking questions.
• Use standard punctuation and capitalization. Using all UPPERCASE characters gives the
appearance of shouting and makes the message less legible.
• Remember that not all readers have English as their native language, so make allowances
for possible misunderstandings and unintended discourtesies.
• Generous and constructive feedback—even when disagreeing with a classmate or me or
an author’s argument—will produce a more thoughtful, less defensive, response and
lead to a better discussion for everyone
Online Classes Require Better Communication:
It is important to remember that we will not have the non-verbal cues that occur in a face-toface classroom. I cannot see the confused, frustrated, or unhappy expressions on your face if
you encounter problems (though you can post the appropriate emoticon in your discussion
comments and questions to help me see!). You MUST communicate with me so that I can help.
To make the experience go smoothly, remember that you’re responsible for initiating more
contact, and being direct, persistent, and vocal when you don’t understand something.
How to Be Successful in this Course: As the instructor, my main focus is to help you do
well in this course. I want to make sure you have every opportunity to learn and to achieve a
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satisfactory experience engaging with your classmates and exploring new ideas and ways to
think about illness and illness politics. Here are some tips for the successful completion of the
course:
1. Keep up with the readings, films, and other materials for the course. Be
an active reader, viewer, and listener! Look and plan ahead.
2. Participate in synchronous and asynchronous class discussions. You will get
more out of this class by participating on a regular basis. Feel free to use the zoom
hand-raise symbol to alert me that you have a question or comment. You may also
use the chat function in zoom to engage with the material, your classmates, and me.
3. Complete all the assignments.
Student Resources
Academic and Major Advising: Have questions about choosing the right course? Contact an
advisor today. Phone and emails vary-please see website for additional contact information;
website: https://www.stonybrook.edu/for-students/academic-advising/
Academic Success and Tutoring Center (ASTC): The ASTC provides free academic
support services for all undergraduate students, including one-on-one tutoring, small group
tutoring, academic success coaching, and public speaking seminars. Learn more about these
services and additional campus resources at www.stonybrook.edu/tutoring.
Further Resources: Another helpful resource for students who need any kind of help while
at Stony Brook (academic, financial, health, etc.) is the "For Students" section linked from the
Stony Brook homepage: http://www.stonybrook.edu/for-students
Counseling and Psychological Services: CAPS staff are available by phone, day or night.
http://studentaffairs.stonybrook.edu/caps/
SBU Libraries: access to and help in using databases, ebooks, and other sources for your
research.
• Research Guides and Tutorials: http://guides.library.stonybrook.edu/
• Getting Help: https://library.stonybrook.edu/research/ask-a-librarian/
Support for Online Learning: https://www.stonybrook.edu/online/
Writing Center: Students are able to schedule face-to-face and online appointments.
https://www.stonybrook.edu/writingcenter/
Interested in taking more classes in Women’s, Gender, & Sexuality Studies
or becoming a WGSS major or minor?
Email me or visit the WGSS website: https://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/wgss/

