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In her seminal work Illness as Metaphor, Susan Sontag argued that in particular historical and cultural settings, specific illnesses (such as TB) are seen to be indicative of something beyond physical frailty: they are understood to reveal moral failing on the part of those

The HIV epidemic has borne a heavy burden from this kind of association. Mary Douglas, the renowned social anthropologist and author of Purity and Danger, explored the social and cultural importance of notions of pollution. Again, this is particularly pertinent in relation to the HIV epidemic, when all too often it is the people most affected by the virus, rather than the virus itself that are perceived to be dangerous.

Nowhere is this threat more apparent than in relation to the identification of HIV/AIDS as a security issue of such importance that it has been the subject of six separate UN Security Council meetings since 2000 (the same year that the Clinton administration identified HIV/AIDS as a threat to US national security). It is also worth remembering that the ban on travel to the US by HIV-infected individuals was only lifted this year, nearly 30 years after the epidemic was first identified.

The author, Stefan Elbe, is a reader in the Department of International Relations at the University of Sussex. He explores what he describes as the securitization of HIV/AIDS from the academic perspective of security studies. His work is less concerned with the prevalence or impact of HIV/AIDS upon the military which is the focus of a growing body of literature. Instead, Elbe is concerned with the deeper significance that this way of conceptualising the epidemic has for our understanding of international relations and politics generally, and of security in particular.

To this end, the author turns to the late French philosopher, Michel Foucault who explored specific social and historical phenonema (such as sexuality, prisons, knowledge) in order to make apparent underlying power relations and 'states of domination'.

Elbe cautions against an unquestioning acceptance of the discourse of securitization of HIV/AIDS. But he does not reject it either, reminding us of Foucault's argument that the medicalisation of homosexuality, while undoubtedly a form of oppression, nonetheless created for struggle and resistance. This is not a practical book, it is a stimulating one: an important reminder that language is never really neutral, and -to give Foucault the last word -everything (including language) is dangerous.
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