Julia London
Heresies
SEm WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN:
CCLLABORATING WITH ARTISTS

Coming to work with Leslie, an artist, as a sister organizer was not

: e :
awything I would have for/seen myself doing several years ago. At that time
Iwas not an organizer. I was a student of media and communications and
their social analysis, and of anthropology. Experience as a photographer in
oth "fine art" and commercial forms had made me gquite aware that the trick

© fine, clear, impactful expression was in the manipulation of design,

lighting, focus, perspective, angle, tonal relationships, and'content. I
karned that point-of-view organized the contents and elements of a photo-
gaph or film footage and that technical expertize and an understanding of
the interrelationship of the parts of compositions gav.e me the control I
reeded to communicate and recreate the semantics--meaning--of the experience
Iwas portraying. 5

Yet, I wanted a more immediate, direct, and 1ai7;ger impact on society

than I seemed able to achieve in these mediums. I changed my focus to organiz-

ing. Working in the United Farm Workers, I learned another set of communi-

i~

‘@tion skills that would complepment, overlap, and expand the understanding
ad skills I aquired in my "conununications“ and cultural ax;thropology back-
gound.

It was not: however, until I had had personal experience with language and
ad comrr'xmiications, images and media, in women's issues from a feminist
mrspective that I actually understood the investment of symbols with megning
ad comprehended the experience of language and communicatibn and their rela-
tionship to reality. I began to understand the effect of language and media
@ my experience, my interpretation, and my understanding of life. 2

and expressicn X ’
aw its effect on my understanding/\of myself and of my relations/\ip to both
ociety and other individuals and to lbow I was treated'by both.

The politiéal implications of lang.uage became cleai~ to me as did the
meaning of "politics". and "policy" and their reiqtionship to assumptions and to
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to cultural givens (or definitions).

The dictionary tells us that "political™ has to do with the policies

L goals of government or with its organiéed structure and policy. "To

govern" means to éontrol actions or behavior; to gquide or to make and
alminister'public policy or to keep under control or to restrain7 It also
mans to exercise political authority or influence.

I came to understand "politics" not oniy as government policies and-
practices but also as cultural policies and social policies--the social
maes and attitudes and assumptions about the world that guide and influence
oxr everyday lives and decisions, our relations to each other, our behavior,
ard how we treate each other. These are, of course, many of the same
assumptions and Policies that ugaerpin our instig_ytions and our govern-
ment policies. For example: "A woman's place is in the house (no day care
ceiters, only men are respected bread winners).....and in the senate (day
@are centers, men often parent as much as women).

With this understanding arld my new awareness .of the impact of language and
ad images on my sense of the world, came increased senséti&ity to the affect
& mass media apd its political implications. Mass media and it imagry are

‘pnlitical because they convey policies and social attitudes to
- mmsses of people. In doing this they influence social and political policy.
Mass media not only allows us to reach masses of people. ts structure,
eonomics, and development have enabled those who control and have access
it to focus the audiance's attention, offering basically a narrow spect-
mm of poihts—of-view, definitions, and images.
At present it is primarily profit-making interests with strong economic
resources that can support and therefore have access to (buy time) the tech-

mlogy of mass media and its distribution (which is big business in and of it~

-
~ 7




Julia London
Heresies
.‘v:wg?’t‘ o Ay,

itself) .. Producers and advertizers like those behind "Snuff", "Mr. Goodbar",
Histler, and the Self-Defense face lotion ad, are trying to capitalize.on

the backlash to the woman's movement and on women's fear of rape by commer-
dalizing both vengence--violence--against women and stereotype roles of women
& victims and men as animals. Their images and graphics equate' power

with both physical and sexual violence, domination, and humiliation of women.

: Just ' : ‘
"Siuff" isAone example of an array of fashions and fashion displays,; of ads

fa stereos, auto parts, etc.; and of men's entertainment magazines that

cpitalize on violence against women and on women as victims thereby pro-
tmtiné anti-woman propaganda and su;:h myths as: women are happy )willing
victims, they ask for it, they a’re amusing or bsexual\\ turn-ons as victims,
tley are responsible for their abuse.

Analysis of different forms of media (see footnote) shpw that, generally
s:ciai policy and cultural assumption content varies little and that relation-
ships and behavior of charac.tez:s also varies little. The material is stereo-

wittag
typed and repetitive not only i -but also across~the boundaries of popular
mss media forms (tv, magazines, comics, ads, books, movies, songs, bill-
ards). This environment that focuses attention and exposure to a narrow
ectrum of points-of-view and definitions is a basic element in media's
inpact and the very reason why we must affect it and use it.

Poor people, ethnic groups, radical groups, women, and pther oppressed
goups r‘arely receive coverage or sympathetic coverage in much of media, let
done have adequate , if any,access fo its channels. The views and
caistructs of other worlds and experience are unknown to many, or they are
mmipulated and misrepresented (wittingly or unwittingly). For example, a
wrld in which women are not subject to men is often portrayed or interpre-

t#©d as one in which women dominate men. Not as one in which women and men

-
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are equals. Many whoAshare non-standard grids for interpreting life and

ociety assume that they are unique. The political impact of this is
that we remain divided, isolated, uniformed, and unorganized. We ére
wmable to influence social policy.

WAVAW grew out of my own and other people's outrage at the exploitation
o violence against women and at its promotion, at this attack, a't this
H.goltry. Our understanding of the political character of language, commuyni- |
@ations, im;ges and media made it imp:'rative to work on the issue of vio-
Ence _against women used in media for entertainment and advertizing gim-
micks. Such exploitation is a direct threat to our safety, to the status
& women, and to our (shakey) civil rights.

Colb Aol AT :
. The collaboration between Leslie and WAVAW brought about the end of

m
ay frustration and began a new phase of both artistic and organizing devel-

oment for me and for others who participated. This phase went beyond
pcketing, demonstrating, beyond art criticism, guerilla theatre and

evolutionary posters. The collaboration met our respective goals and inter-

o

ests as artists and organizers, and was also an accurate and forceful represen-

fation of WAVAW's policies and philosophy.

]

Through process of mutual problem-solving and learning from each

cher, Leslie and the WAVAW coordinating committee created a new form offering
the familiar but with an alternative set of images and social policy in an
art’ and media cohtent that would be entertaining to a mass audiance of

onsumers and could be picked up by the evening news.

The piece used images WAVAW had used. It focused on the record industry.
t showed women in a familiaz!'j:(:pecial way that women of different ethnic,
plitical, and class backgrounds could identify Qith on a gut level, as well
& on an intellectual one. We c\fp?eq'&-(‘to the activist part of the consumer

it
i@énty that the majority of Americans have of themselves. We avoided

2

)




Julia London
Heresies

rhetorical stereotypes of the capitalist pig and the amazon woman. A stategy

of exposure was employed. Record company executives were portrayed as a com-

‘Hnation of - ° progressives, liberal, business-suited, casual
executives _ and cocks
porty type: r\(derived from WEA promotional materials)/\handling blood (y)

mmey, arrogantly strutting around. Information from sources respected by

S
xwst tv viewez)\@(f‘liUniform Crime Reportsj)\ portrayed. Familiar symbols

that clearly and directly related the economic-political goals and conscious-,
ress of the executives were used as props.
In short, we pooled all our knowledge, tools, experience, skills, and strat-

‘gies for comm:nication and politicizing from our respective disciplines in
ader to make the piece. The process was guided by WAVAW's knowledge of the
:‘ndulstry and the audiance and by Leslie's intensive study of the structure and
%mtent of tv news. (It is interesting to note that marketing and promotion
techniques for corporations make use of a similar collaboration, except that the
the gqal is to change or develop buying patterns and to organize the consumer's

egi . .

a.l.\x" -ance to a product or company--"Progress is our most important product."
Id } S S

h this situation image manipulatiori‘a.nd referencc‘% to social poiicies are
designed to attract consumers or to shock them for high: impact and memory
" & product. . |

The performance organized media coverage, putting public pressure on the
ompanies and keeping the issue in the consciousness of hundreds of thousands
& people. It broﬁght to middle America an experience of non-hysterical,
dignified, strong, and serious women. with a legitimate gripe that was
%levent to all viewers. Feedback indicated that artists and non-artists,
?rticipants and viewers became more politicized. We made an important

staement about corporate politics at a time when pro-business sentiment

3 e X =% F
zems to be obscurin§ the realities of thelAexplOJ.tatJ.veness, ruthlessness,

ard irresponsibilityif'c—umaa wWeocu e
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Media Event

Los Angeles is the media center of the world. Ideas,
images and current events are processed through this center,
shaping and influencing attitudes in the society. Most of
the media images of women demean and dehumanize them..

It is essential for women to find a way to represent theilr
point of view through mass media communication. I reali%ed
that by expanding my model for a political public art into

the media I would be working in the most politically effective
medium in terms of reaching and influencing a great number

of people. This move intb mass media transformed the public
performances, done in the streets in Eurcpe, to thedia events."
A media event is an activity that 1s taken into mass communica-
tion systems-etelevision, press, radio=--and processed for the
public. Media events are actually created by the medla them-
selves., Political figures understand ﬁhis coﬁcept and use

it for the benefit of their image or political stratégy,

In order to counteract the demeaning images of women ‘used

in advertising, entertainmént and even news, women need %o
develop analytical tools and strategles to restructure the

media's representation of them.

If we extend our definition of art to include all "wvizual
communication" we open up the vossibly to envision the
levelopment of anlytic skillzs tha* ecriticize medi: mases and
sinultancesusly expand the definitien sof "art criticizm™,

I see WAVAW functioning on the level of "2rt critiz" in nonular
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We declded on a media event that would be designed
for telévision newscasters, because of television's audience
size and the rapidity with which information could reach 1lts

viewers. This entailed analyzing what kinds of events might

attract reporters, when would be the best time to stage an

- i

event, what would be our approach to the stations, etc.

With much help and support from women in the community

we set up a date and location and proceeded to design an event.

- =

I realized that clafity in image and message were the priorities--

the more "visual" the better, as we could not depend upon what

the sound-over might be like. The visual material was designed

to fit completely within the camera frame. ZEight different

actions within the set corresponded to eight different shot

possibilities for camera crews., We estimated the media would

stay for approximately 10-15 minutes.



