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{*The Cinematic Apparatus as Social Institution--An
Interview with Christian Metz, " in Discourse, No/1

[Fall, 1979], p. 30.) Chapter 12

FEMINIST DOCUMENTARY: AESTHETICS AND POLITICS!

Julia Lesage

The unrivalled doyenne of American feminist £ilm
scholarship, Julia Lesage here presents a work that
is simultaneously a case study of two exemplary
feminist documentaries, & comparison of the two
divergent branches of feminist film practice already
established by the dialeciic of The Nightcleaners and
Harlan County,U.8.A., an encyclopedic chronclogy /
evaluation of the Tirst decade of independent femi-
nist filmmaking in the United States, an apalysis of
the political and theoretical base of feminist media
activism, and a political and aesthetic manifesto
whose implications range far beyond the borders of
the feminist community--all inflected by the author's
concrete experience as teacher, activist, and editor.

Feminist documentary filmmaking has developed as =
cinematic genre related to a political movement, the con-
temporary women’s movement. One of that movement's key
forms of organization is the affinity group. In the late 1960s
and early 1870s in the United States, women's consciousness-
raising groups, reading groups, and task-oriented groups
were emerging from and often superseded the organizations
of the anfi-war New Left. %2 Women who had learned film-
making in the anti-war movement and previously “yneommitted"
women filmmakers began to make seH-consciously feminist
films; and other women began to learn filmmaking specifically
to contribute to the movement. w‘ The films thege people made
canie ouf of the same ethos as the consciousness-raising
groups and bad the same goals.
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- Clearly the cinematic sophistication and quality of po-
Hiical analysis vary from film to film. Here I offer an in-
aﬁ:& &mnﬂmmwos of two feminist documentaries which are
memwﬁmﬁmw stylistically, and each of which I value politically
and .owmmgmﬁomﬂw. One, Self Health, follows that artistic
tradition in painting, literafure, and film that can broadly be
characterized as "realist. "4 The other, Rape, comes out of
gm. politically motivated avant-garde, and it can be charac-
Wmﬁwmn. as an “'experimenfal” film. To consider more works
in detail would be beyond the scope of this article. My main
concern is to describe the emergerice of the feminist docu-
Mﬁmnﬁwww as a genre, the aesthetics, use and importance of
this genre, and its relaiion io the movement from which it
sprang--a discussion important to any consideration of the
aesthetics of political films. -

The Realist Films

Many of the first feminist documentaries used a single
format to present to (primarily female) audiences the ordin-
ary details of women's lives, thoughts--told directly by the
protagonists to the camera--and frustrated but sometimes
successiul aftempts to enter and deal with the public world
of work and power. Among these films are Growing Up
m,mﬁmrw by Julia Reichert and Jim Klein, Janie's Janie by
Geri kﬁ.wmwmﬁ and The Woman's Film by the women of San
Francisco Newsreel Other filmg dealing with women talking
about their lives include Kate Millett's Three Lives, Joyce
Chopra's Joyce at 34, Donna Deitch's Woman to Woman, and
Deborah Schaffer and Bonnie Friedman's Chris and Wmﬂmwm.
Some films deal with pride in the acquisition of skillg, such
as Bonnie Friedman's film about a girls' track team wﬁ_m
Flashettes, or Michelle Citron's study of her sister wmm.aibm
the concert violin from a woman teacher, Parthenogenesis.
Others have more political analysis and are often collective
ﬁwomcmﬁosmw they have provided a feminist analysis of women's
experience with the following: {a) prison {Like a Rose by
Tomato Productions; We're Alive by California Institute for
Women Video and UCLA Women's Film Workshop); (b} the
health care system (Self Health by San Francisco Women's
Health Collective; Taking our Bodies Back by Margaret
Lazarus, Remner Wunderlich, and Joan Fink; The Chicago
gwﬂ.mwmw% Center Story by Kartemqguin Films; and Health~
caring by Denise Bostrom and Jane Warrenbrand); and (c¢)

rape (Rape by JoAnn Elam).
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It is no eoincidence that films about working-class
women show their subjects as thHe most confident and mili-
tant about their rights in the public sector, and their will-
ingness to fight for those rights. Yet even these films,
from Madeline Anderson's 1 Am Somebody to Barbara
Kopple's Harlan County, USA, ifocus on problems of identity
in the private sphere--how one strikeleader's husband views
her union organizing unenthusiastically, or how miners' wives
reach a new solidarity only by overcoming sexual 'suspicions
and jealousies. AS feminist films explicitly demand that a
new space be opened up for women in women's terms, the
collective and social act of feminist filmmaking hag often led
to entirely new demands in the areas of health care, welfare,
poverty programs, work and law (especially rape), and in the
cultural sphere proper in the areas of art, education, and
the mass media. And if many feminist filmmakers have
deliberately used a traditional “realist” documentary struc-
ture, it is because they see making these films as an ur-
gept public act and wigh to enter the 16mm circuit of edu-
cational films, especizlly through libraries, schools, churches,
unions, and YWCAs, to bring 2 feminist analysis toc many
women it might otherwise never reach.

el N

maker and Woman subject, a linear narrative

seli-corscicusness_about the flexibility of the ¢in .
médium- <these are what characterize the realist' feminist
deannientaries of the 1970s. The films' form and their wide~
spread use raise certain questions. Why are they patterned
in 2o similar a way? Why are these films the first ones
thought of whenever a group of women decide they want to
ngtart learning something about women” and set up showings
in churches, public libraries, high gchools, Girl Scout
meetings, union caucuses, Or rallies? Why do activists in
the women's movement use the same films over and over

again? What is the filmg' appeal?

Biography, simplicity, trust betwgen woman film-
fian : ture, litle

These films often show women in the private sphere

. getting together to define /redefine their experiences and to

elaborate a strategy for making inroads on the public sphere.
Either the filmmaker senses that it is socially necessary to
name women's experience, Or women together within the film
do so, or a “strong' woman is filmed who shares hei stance
with the filmmaker and, by extension, with the women who
see the film. Conversations in these films are not merely
examples of female introspection; the filmmmakers choose not
to explore the corners of women's psyches as the hero does
in Romantic art. Rafher, the women's very redefining of
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experience is intended to challenge all previously accepted
indices of "male superiority” and of women's supposedly
"natural™ roles. Women's personal explorations establish

a structure of sccial and psychological change. The film-~
maker's and her subjects' intent is political. Yet the films’
very strength, the emphasis on the experiential, can some-
times be a political Hmitation, especially when the film
limits itself to the individual and offers Hitle or no analysis
or senge of collective process leading to social change. ®

Example: Self Hedlth

Among "realist” feminist documentaries; Self Health
stands as exemplary in terms of its cinematic style, the
knowledge it conveys, and the self-confidencé and under-
standing it gives women about themselves. The film pre-
senfs women in a group sitdation, collectively learning to
do vaginal self-exams with a speculum, breast exambs, and
vaginal bimanual exams. Such groups are conducted by wom-
en who are part of an informal "self-help™ or “gelf-health™
movement in the Unifed States; sometimes their work is con-
nected with the home-birth movement and sometimes with
pregnancy testing and abortion referral services. As the
health care industry grows like a mushroom under capitalism,
the general North American public has become more and
more aware of the poor quality of the expensive services
offered fo them. The women in the seli-health movement
form part of a large, often informally constituted radical
movement to improve health care delivery for the masses
of people instead of for an elite.

The place where such a self-health session takes
place is usually someone’s home or a women's center,
rather than a medical clinic. In the film Self Health, the
locale is a2 sunny apariment or informal woinen's meeting
place. Although we see two women giving most of the ex-
planations and demonstrations, nd one is distinguished as
purse or doctor. As important to the film as the cdnveying
of anatomical information is the fact that all the women dis-
cuss together their feelings about and experiences with their
bodies and their sewxuality, and that they very naturally look
at and feel one ancther's bodies. To gain knowledge by
looking at and feeling each other is acknowledged, perhaps
for the first time cinematically, as woman's right.

- Such a film attacks both the artistic and the medical
tradition of viewing women's bodies. These traditions, as
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well as the mass media’s use of women’s image to sell
consumer goods, have robbed most women of a real knowl-
edge of both their own and other women's hodies. Further-
more, many women have little personal sense of rightfully
possessing their own bodies, little sense of what's *normal”
for themselves physically, and little sense of what sexuality
of their terms or on women's terms in general might mean.

Doctors, male lovers, photographers, artists, and
filmmakers have taken woman's nude body as their “turf,"
especially as an cbject of study. John Berger, in his film
series and book, Ways of Seeing, has described the tra-
ditioni of female nudity in oil painting and the presentation
of women's bodies in advertising. He understands how the
fact that women are 'an object of vision, a sight,’ has af-
fected women's view of themselves: women constantly "sur-
vey! themselves to judge how they appear, to try to gain
some kind of control over how they might be treated in a
circumscribed, patriarchal world.

In the art-form of the European nude, the
painters and spectator-owners were usually
men, the persons treated as objects, women....
The essential way of seeing women, the es~
sential use to which images are put, has not
changed. &

In a mmmmmno.m in Self Health showing one of the women
demonstrating how to do'a bimanual exam, the women gath-
ered around her express siurprise about the "walnut-size"
of the uterus and about its location, Medical textbook draw-
ings have traditignally drawn large the female organs as-
sociated with reproduction, demonstrating the ideology of
that kind of represeniational art. They show the uterus as
big and near the navel, with large fallopian tubes winding
sround prominent ovaries. The clitoris, until Masters and
Johnson's studies, was not "taught” in medical gchool as
women's organ of sexual sensation. Although I whs raised
in a doctor's family, I faced similar ignorance, for I learned
only three years ago--after having 2 vaginal cyst cauterized
without any local anesthesia--what was to me a startling fact,
that the vagina has relatively little sensation because it con-
tains few nerve endings. Why, women are asking, has such
ignorance about women's sexuality been promoted in cur so-
ciety-w~especially since both pornography and modern medicine
pretend to be so liberal about sex? That so much of the
basic physical information conveyed by the film is very new
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for women viewers (e.g., the film lets us see the cervix
mwm the os, or the normal sebacecus secretion from the
Ewﬁowmv indicates just how colonized a space women's bodies
still are. Self Health poes a2 long way toward wmnomacmﬂsm
that space.

Cinematically, the film iz characterized by its pre-
sentation of women in a collective situation sharing new
knowledge about their physical sexuality. About fifteen young
women are gathered in a friendly, mundane environment
H..mﬂwmﬂ., than in a clinical white office where the woman pa-
tient is completely isolated from her ordinary social con-
text. As the women do breast self-examinations together
ﬂwmw.mﬁ around in a circle in what might be a living woosw.
hanging on the wall we see a Toulouse-lauirec Hmﬁuomznﬁwo,u
of a woman. Warm brown-red and pink tones @wmmomﬂnm&m.
b.m the women remove their blouses, we notice them as in-
dividuals--gsome with rings and other jewels, some with
glasses, many with different hairstyles. The group is
young, they look like studenis or young working women in
flowered peasant blouses and dresses, shirts and jeans. In
sum, the colors and the mise-en-scéne ereaie a sense of
warmth, intimacy, and friendliness.

« mﬁmu. more important to the mise-en-scéne is the wom-
en's collectivity. Women Iook at and touch each other; they
gee Emwa own sexual organs and those of others. ,ﬁwmw learn
the variety of physical types and the range of 'normality" in
sexual organs in look, color, texfure, dnd feel. TFor ex-
ample, they and we notice and let ourselves deliberately look
at the variely of women's breasts. The women themselves
%mmw. each others’ breasts to learn what normal breast tissue
is like. Women's breast tissue is fibrous and also varies
with the menstrual eycle and the individual; as a result, wom-
en often do not know what is normal or what a “lump" wﬁqﬂ
be. A doctor can spot such phenomena from having had nmm
opportunity to feel many women's breasts. Why should such
knowledge not he made available fo, or seized by, women
themselyes? _ '

The fact that almost dny woman would feel shy and
embarrassed about doing such overt exploration is mitigated
by these women doing it in a group where everyone feels
the same way. The women realize that their fears and
doubts aboul their bodies do not originate from their individ-
a&. situation as much as from women's physical and psycho-
logical colonization, Self Health doés nat @..Hoimm an
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spetitutional analysis of the health-care indusiry, as The
Chicago Maternity Center Story does. ‘This limits how much

Yhis one film can achieve in direcily promoting a different
kind of health care for women; yet, because of the wide
range of discussion and kinds of challenges to the established
order it encourages women to formulate, it is useful in a
wide range of women's struggles.

Visually and in terms of its overall structure, the
film moves as far away as you can get from pornography,
yet the cinematography also captures that kind of nervous
tension and excitement of discovery which the women theni~
selves undoubtedly feit. The film opens on 2 close-up of
ndked skin, the suriace moving to the rhythm of a wornan's
breathing; there is a pan to a breast and a shot of either
pubic or axillary hair in close up. As it starts out, the
film could be porn. For most women audience members,
the initial sequence provides a moment of tension--"D0 we
dare to or want to leok at this?" The voice-Over assures
us of what we want td hear: '"We're learning from our
bodies, teaching ourselves and each other how each of us

is unique ... and the same.... We see it as reclaiming
lost territory that belonged to our doctors, our husbands,
everyone but us.’ As the title comes on, we hear the ex-

cited voices of women speaking all at once, a device also
uséd at the end of the film over the credits. The voices
of discovery, talking in a simultaneocus outburst of sharing
observations, needs and experiences--these are the tension-
breaking devices, the part of the film that an audience un-
familiar with such a situation first identifies with. And
these voices imply an outburst of discussion that cannot be
contained, that begs to be continued after the film is seen.

At one point, a high-angle long shot shows three wom-
en lying on the floor against pillows and sleeping bags propped
up against the wall. Their legs are spread apart and they
are all doing vaginal self-exams with speculium, flashlight.
and mirror. A pan shot shows the whole group of women on
the floor, Hned tp along the wall, doing the same thing with
some women looking at or helping each other. A mixture of
voices exclaims and c¢ommients on what they see, especially
on the variety and uniqueness of the genitalia. This sequence
is a first in narrative cinemsa in the way it presents women's
sexuality. Women occupy the whole space of the frame as
subjects in a collective act of mutual, tangible self-exploration.
As one of my students said of this sequence, "It has none of
the '"Wow!' of Candid Camera and none of the distance of
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medical or so-called sex education films. " Particularly in
this one section of Self Health, women filmmakers have
found a way to show and define women's sexuality on their
terms~-not with the thrill of possession and not with objec-
tification, but with the excitement of coming to knowledge.

The anatomy lesson, the sharing of feelings, and the
learning about others all have equal importance in the film,
Close~ups demonstrate specific examination techniques or
show individuals talking and ligtening; long shois convey the
sense of a communal experience in the self-health group.

No woman is filmed as an object; everyone is a subject

who combines and presents physical, emotional, intellectual,
and political selves. The women filmed seem amagzingly un-
selfconscious abouf the camera, particularly given the close
range at which the filming was done.

Self-liealth groups and this film itselfl both function in
an explicitly political way. Reclaiming "the lost territory”
of women's bodies and health care is a personal act that has
a strong effect on women's identity, emotional life, and sense
of conircl. This film also directly attacks the medical es-
tablishment. Women who see the film immediately want to
talk about two things--sex education and health care--mainly
in terms of what patriarchal society lacks.

In one sense, the film is utopian. If shows a new,
collective form of women learning together., It would be an
ideal film, for example, to show in high schools. But when
I showed the film on the university level to women's studies
classes and to film students, both sets of students mmwemm
that the idea of such & collective form of learning about
sexuality would have been viewed as "pornography" in their
high schools, by the teachers, the school boards, and many
of the parents. In cinematic terms, the film's vision of
women's sexuality, of their being total subjects to one
another and to the audience, is also utopian. Women's very
physical pregence is defined here in women's terms, col-
lectively. And some might ask, in referring to documentary
film alone, why haven't these imiages and these concepts of
women’s united physical and intellectual selves been presented
by filmmakerg before?

Feminist Documentaries and the Consciousness-Raising Group

Cinema vérité documentary filmmaking had features
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political expression for women learning filmmaking in the

iate 1960s. It not only demanded less mastery of the medium
than Hollywood or experimental film, but also the very docu-
mentary recording of women's real environments and their
stories immediately established and valorized a new order of
cinematic iconography, connotation, and range of subject mat-
ter in the porirayal of women's lives. Furthermere, con-
temporary feminist filmmakers, often making biographical or
autobiographical films, have used cinéma vérité in a new and
different way. They often identify personally with their sub-
jects, Their relation to that subject while filming often is
collaborative, with both subject and filmmaker sharing the
project's political goals. The feminist documentarist uses
the film medium to convey a new and heightened sense of
women's identity, expressed both through the subject's story
and through the tangible details of the subject’s milieu.

Vet why do so many feminist filmmakers choose to film
the same thing? Film after film shows a woman telling her
story to the camera. It is usually a woman struggling to
deal with the public world. It seems that these feminist doc-
umentarists just plug in different speakers and show a cer-
tain variation in milieu~-especially in class terms--from the
artistocratic home of Nana, Mom And Me by Amalie Roth-
schild to the union organmizers’ photos of their younger days
in Union Maids by Julia Reichert and Jim Klein. Ir fact, the
fermimst documentaries have as a narrative siructure a pat-
tern that is as satisfying for activists in the contemporary
women's movement to watch as it is for women just waniing
to learn more about women. That is, these films evince a
congistent organization of narrative materials that functions
much like a deep structure, the details of the individual
women's lives providing the surface structure of these films. 7

Such an organization serves a specilic social and
psychological function at this juncture in history. It is the
artistic analogue of the structure and function of the
consciousness-raising group. Furthermore, it indicates to
the filmmaker a certain reason tc be making the film, a
certain relation to her subjedt matter and to the medium,
and a certain sense of the function of the [ilm once released.
The narrative deep structure sets tlie filmmaker in a mutual,
non-hierarchical reiation with her subject (such filming is
not seen as the male artist’s act of "seizing” the subject and
then presenting one's '“creation”) and indicates what she
hopes her relation to her audience will be. 8
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In the conscicusness-raising group, self-consciously
a group of about a dozen women would reevaluate any and
all areas of their past experiences in terms of how that ex-
perience defined or illuminated what it meant to be a woman
in our culture. It was an act of naming previously unartic-
ulated knowledge, of seeing that knowledge as political i.e.,
as a way of beginning to change power relations}, and of
understanding that the power of this knowledge was that it
was arrived at collectively. This collective process served
to break down a sense of guilt for one's own problems and
provided a sense of mutual support. I was and is a po-
litical act carried out in the private sphere.

Often such a group elaborates specific sirategies to
make inroads on, help its individual members enter, and
change power relations in the public sphere. . They may, for
example, discuss tactics for helping one of their members
to say no to making coffee at work, or to dermand that the
department hire a woman in an exeeutive position. They
may strive to get gynecological services at a school clinic.
They may help a member of the group ipsist af work that
no more clerical staff be hired and that all women be up=
graded, which would mean that everyone in the office do both
writing and typing. But consciousnesg~raising groups cannot
be idealized as revolutionary structures. Their problems
have been well analyzed by women who have used them and
learned how much more organization and economic power is
needed to make major changes in the public sphere.?

In many ways--for feminists and all the rest of the
women in the United States--the private sector of sociely is
uniquely women's space. In that private space, the home,
middle-class women of my mother’s generation were sys-
tematically robbed of their sehse of being the possessors of
their own bodies. Throughout patriarchy, women have been
men’s possession and the reflection of men's desires in the
sexual act, especially in marriage. Mothers are the child-
pearers and self-sacrificers, which is the constant theme of
soap operas and domestic melodramas in film. The sense
of self for women under capitalism has traditionally had to
come from their children, home, and clothes, All the phys~
jcal, peripheral extensions of themgelves that they've been
allowed to "possess™ have been a mock analog of the real
patriarchal possession of themselves, their families, and the
sources of economic power that they and their families have
had to depend on. 10

In testimony to the psychological condition of living
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out one’s life in a state of mental colonization and in 2
sphere where one's labor is not rewarded socially by mwnwa.m
an equitable salary or public power, many women's narratives
are about identity, madness, and the fluidity or mwmmwﬁmmﬁﬁoz
of woman's ego. Yet the very act of writing a diary, of
writing poems, or of consulting a neighbor woman about voé
to get along when times are hard--all these are testimonies
to the strupgle women wage to create a language, to formu-
late a stable sense of self, and to survive econpmic de-
pendency on men Or low-paying jobs. Just as éogmn“m.
domestic lagor and ways of relating to each cther are dig~
dained, so too their forms of resistance in the domestic
sphere tend to go annoticed and unvalorized in a2 world where
the hegemonic male culture, the public culture, has estab-
Hshed the soclally acknowledged puleg, ' appropriated wom-
en's bodies, and institutionalized ihe modes of discourse, ©s-
pecially through the Church, education, Iiterature, the med-
ical profession, the law, and the state.

Because women's identity is shaped and sustained in
a sphere where men are largely absent, Eﬁ because girls
grow up in an ernotional contimuum with their mothers and
the other women in their intimate environment {unlike a
boy's Oedipal development), their emotional fies to other
women are Geep. 11 Womien have traditionally consulted
constantly with each other about domestic matters. One of
the functions of the consciousnegs-raising group of the con-
ternporary women's movement is to uge in 2 new way an
older form of subcultural resistance, women's conversation
Knowledge is there about domestic life, but it has not nec-
essarily been spoken in uncolonized, SQEm?.Emw.mm.ma terms.
Women's art, especially the feminist documentary films. like
conscicusness-raising groups, strives to find 2 new way of
speaking about what we have collectively known to be really
there in the domestic sphere and to wrest our identity there
in our own terms.

A Shift In Iconography

Much has been lost in women's iconography as it has
been ﬁmwémwma in films, advertising, and television. We
have, in fact, maintained a rich photographic history of wom-
en o«mw the last hundred years, yet this source is not tapped
jn its richness and variety in patriarchal narrative film. For
example, the women that Dorothea Lange photographed mmc not
ngpeak'’ to us either visually or verbally in mainstream cinema.




234 " "Show Us Life"

In the dﬁ#mﬂ States in the early 1900s, many strikes were
wma.%.w SMH‘wEm women dressed in their best clothes and
striding down city streets arm in arm. Why did that i -
raphy get lost? y i that feonoe

In the cinematic portrayal of contemporary life, we
must question how the details of child-rearing, women's
mwmmm, service work, subsistende agriculture, and women's
intellectual endeavors are or are not E‘mmmzﬁma in films
news, or ads. We rarely see media images that match the
<m.ﬁm€ of clothes women wear in daily life, women's vari-
sties of weight and age and tone of voice or accent, and
women's varieties of gesture according to their Eom@ and
gm specific moment in their lives. The patriarchal visual
jconography of female figures in film inchides the following:
Bagmaw child, virago, granny (variant, old maid) ingenue
womi wife, and siren. Good Wwives are blonde, mwwmmmgnmwww
haired; erctically eligible figures of both sexes are slender
and w.Qm yvet old. An occasional comic figure escapes the
Emmmu.ﬁommom by body type. Women's gestures in cinema
are rigidly codified, and women characters, mise-en-scéne
predetermined by the connotative requirements of previously
established narrative conventions.

There are both psychological and economic reasons
why the domestic world is devalued in our culture. 12 It is
rarely seen or interpreted by hegemonic patriarchal culture
ﬁow.éwﬂ. it is and contzins, and its elemerts are named and
defined primarily within the context of a seemingly power-
less women's subculture. The domestic sphere, except in
melodrama, is rarvely depicted in film as an H:mmwmmm.:m place
or the locus of socially significant, mulfiple, interpersonal
relationships. Rather, the domestic sphere is the place
where a woman i3 possessed and 4 man possesses 4 woman,
a man's eastle; a place that the woman runs. Feature films
often judge the woman in the home as narrow, as having a
stance .Eowmw@ inferior to the male protagonist’s commitment
to public duty; or home many become the projection backward
to .ﬁwm security and presumed moral strength of the mother
which the man regains through his alliance with a good Emm
The home lies out of history; cinematic herces go out into .
me public sphere to do whatever it is that makes them the

TO.

Connotative elements in cinema--here the coanotative
aspect of film's portrayal of the domestic sphere--are shaped
both azccording to a film’s parrative and to what @moﬁ@m al-
ready know and have seen and experienced. 13 What the
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elements of the domestic sphere suggest is already conven~
tionalized, already thought about hefore it gets in a film.
But traditional filmmaking has drawn very narrowly even
from the pool of conventional knowledge about domestic life.

One of the self-appointed tasks of conterporary fem-
inist art is to articulate, expand, and comment on women's
own subcultural codification of the comnotations of those
visual elements and icons familiar to them in their private
sphere. Thus, painter Judy Chicago paints "eunt' flowers,
and other artists, notably sculptors, have elaborated sculp-
tures or artifacts of paper crafts, sewing, guilting, feathers,
enclosed spaces and cubicles, and family photos, such ma-
terials being used for the suggestive value they bear from
the domestic sphere. “

For feminist writers and filmmakers, autobiography
and biography provide an essential tool for looking in a self-
conscious way at women's subculture, _their subordinate role
in or exclusion from the public sphere, their fantasy life,
their sense of "embeddedness' in a certain object workl. In
other words, autobiography and biography become the way
both back and forward toward naming and describing what
woman really is, in that political and artistic act that
Adrienne Rich calls “diving into the wreck. "

Feminist films look at familiar women's glements to
define them in a new, uncolonized way. Among the con-
notative elements to which feminist documentaries draw our
attention and give an added complexity ate the visual cues
that define womanliness in film. The women characters’
gestures, clothes, age, weight, sexual preference, race,
ciass, and embeddedness in a specific social milieu elicit
our reflection on both the specificity of the subjects' lives
and our own, and on the difference between these cinematic
representations and those of dominant cinema. As & resull
of these films, a much broader range of and more forceful
and complex women characters now engage our interest as
cinematic subjects, and they are shown doing a wider range
of activities in greater detail than éver before in narrative
cinema. The biographical documentary serves s a critique
of and antidote to past cinematic depictions of womén's lives
and women's space.

In the film Self Health, two whole areas of visual
imagery are challenged: the portrayal of women's sexuality
and nudity, and health care. Domestic space in this [ilm
becomes the locus for a coliective coming to knowledge
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about women's bodies and simultaneously the locus for a néw
kind of health care delivery. The Chicago Maternity Center
Story, contrasting home delivery with hospital care, valorizes
the same iconic contrasts: health care at home is more
Yhuman.

Talking Heads /New Rulés Of The Game

The visual portrayal of the women in "realist” femi-
nist documentaries is often critigized for its transparency
(film's capturing reality) or for the visual dullness of talking
heads. Yet the stories that the filmed women tell are not
just "slices of experience.’ These stories serve a function
aesthetically in reorganizing women viewers' expectations
derived from patriarchal narratives and ia initiating 4 _
critigue of those narratives. The female figures talking
to us on the screen in Janie's Janie, Joyce at 34, Union
Maids, Three Lives, The Woman's Filn, and We're Alive
are not just characters whom we encounteér as real-life in-
dividuals. Rather, the filmmakers have clearly valorized
their subjects' words and edited their discourse. In ‘all
the feminist documentaries, the sound track, usually told
in the subjects' own words, serves the function of H,mmwwmmwnm“
criticizing, or articulating for the first time the ruleg of the
game as they have been and as they should be for scmsms.

The sound frack of the feminist documentary film ociten
consists almost entirely of women's self-conscious, height-
ened, intellectual discussion of role and sexual politics. Re-
ceived notions about women give way to an outpouring of real
desires, contradictions, decisions, and social analyses. Af-
ter I showed Kate Millett's Three Lives to an introdhctory
film class in 1972, a womian student came up to me grate-
fully after class and commented, "T'Ll bet that's the first
time a lot of those guys have had to sit and listen uninter-
ruptedly to women talking for ninety minutes. 1 wonder
what it means to them to listen to women without Having 2
chance to butt in and have their say." -

More than what it means for men to listen to women's
gelf-consciously told “stories,” what has it meant for us
women in the course of the conterhiporary women's move-
ment--what have we learned? Wé have learngd what our
sexuality is, how mothers can hate and need and love their
children, how we can tell off a boss or a lover or a friend
or a sexist fool, how "it's not our fault,” and where our

Contemporaries: The West 237

personal struggles are located in and contribute to and are
supported by the larger forces that define our historical
period. These '"realist” docummentary films both depict and
encodrage a politicized "eonversation” among women; and

in these films, the self-conscious act of telling one's story
as 3 woman in a politicized yet personal way gives the older
tool of women's subcultural resistance, conversation, & new
social force as a tool for liberation.

The Experimental Films

mobwmmwmg.mmwlmm Hmwammwnmmvmww_mﬁwmm:ms S.msmww
feminist documentaries. Coming out of an experimental film
tradition, Elam uses both Brechtian intertitles and a sym-
bolic iconography intercut with a video transfer of a conver-
sation she taped with rape victims one night in the apartment
of one of the women, The women's conversation forms the
sound track of the film, and Elam both heightens and com-=
ments wittily on their points by repeating some of their Hines
in the intertitles. The film is an angry one that elaborates
4 whole new film style adequate to treating the subject of
rape with neither titillation nor pathos. The worien filmed
are impassioned and intellectual. They are discussing their
experiences with the group's support and within the security
of domestic space; most of them are political aciivists in
organizations against rape, and zll saw the miaking of the
film as an explicitly public act.

Rape rejects voyeurism and pathos. If rejects showing
women as powerless. The wonmen dare tc speak the un-
speakable, to restore tc themselves their own identity, and
to attack those cultural and economic institutions which make
rape likely and those legal institutions which oppress the
victim.

The meeting takes place in one woman's liviag room.
It is woman's "turf.” Visually, the videotaped miliew conveys
a sense of solidarity and security as the women git around
in a circle talking. The videocamera Was passed around,
and a number of women did the filming, so we cannot iden-
tify the filmmaker in that group. There is a sense of
warmth and enclosure. The women constantly inteéract as
equals. The filmmaker's relation to her subject is participa-
tory and non-hierarchical. The entire form of the film a8
well as Elam’s participation in that group reveal her iden~
tification with and enhancement of the group's analysis rather



238 "Show Us Life"
than the more typical male filmmaker's "domination" of a

difficult subject presented as a tour de force to an admiring
world,

The Ideclogy Of Rape

) Elam's cinematic technique, her relation to both sub-
ject and &m&mmnmu and her non-voyeuristic depiction of rape
all work in an original way to combat what Susan Brown-
miller in Against Our Will has called “the ideology of
rape. v14 This ideology is a main support of patriarchy, and
it is especially visible in cinema. ’

Usually a "sympathetic' depiction of rape on film
presents the victim in terms of pathes, horror, or individ-
ual tragedy. In such a case, the mc&muom.wmm@ommm Hmw
be one of both titillation and catharsis. Both males atd
%@.gm&mm in the audience may respond--for different reasons--
with a reaction such as this: 'She's dead and beautiful and
out EmH..m. Iucky it's not me. " Either as titillation or
catharsis or both, such a response has an adverse social
effect in that it serves to lmit people's capacity for self-
awareness and their impulse fo effect social change.

. Far worse are the movies where women cry rape or
enjoy rape, or nmovies where a sexual act inflicted by force
is .m#wﬁmwm@ enjoyed. These film portrayals treacherously
reinforce the prevalent social myths about pape that are en-
acted in the legal system of most countries in the world.
mem.m myths make the victim the one who must prove that
ghe is not guilty. They include: "All women want to be
raped. She asked for it. A woman shouldn't bring up the
Hm..nﬂ mm having been raped as a public statement but should
hide it as a shame. " Such myths encourage ﬁﬁm:nm against
women, indeed make it legal, as in the British Supreme
.QoE,w decision to free two men who violently raped a woman;
in this case, the court ruled that because the woman's hus- ’
w.mbm told the rapisis that foreceful sexual relations only ex~
cited her all the more, the two men could not have known
that they were cominitting an act of rape. o

How .ﬁwmﬁm perpetuates an ideology of rape is far
more complicated than the way it depicts actual rapes. An
m&wﬂmm of contempt for women is often Smmom.ﬁmww% built
Eﬁo a film. 1° This is especially frue of a film that shows
violence being done to & woman, but it is the case with
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many other films as well. Woman as victim, woman as ob-
ject, woman getting fucked, woman getting shot, woman's
body as object of public contemplation {only "heautiful” when
young, of course)--all these are the staple of narrative
cinema and of television as we know it.

Feminist film theorists have currently undertaken the
massive task of explaining the mechanisms of how cinema
both directly and indirectly oppresses women. Much of this
andlysis is from a psychoanalytic pergpective. Thus, ac-
cording to Pam Cook and Claire Johaston, women in film,
especially fictiopal film, are generally used as markers in
o male fantasy. 16 In their roles, costumes, and ways of
being filmed, women in patriarchal narrative film have func=
tioned primarily as fetishized objects of desire, objects that
are really feared. According to this psychoanalytic per-

-gpective, such a use of the female figure derives from the

original male oedipal fear of a lack or castration, an over-
whelming Other that may twallow him up, an Other whose
traits he must suppress in himself as the locus of power,
the male, In his adulf life, to possess Or desire the woman,
qot 2s she is but as He imagines her, guarantees to the man
that he is a man. 1T 1y a similar vein, in a study of the op-
pressive mechanisms of voyeurism in narrative cinema,
Laura Mulvey describes the figure of woman as "an indis-
peénsable element of gpectacle” in narrative film, where wom-
an Functions both "as erotic object for the characters within
the screen story and as erotic object for the spectator within

the auditorium, '8

However, the relations of a woman audience member
to that voyeurism, to looking at peautiful or suffering women
characters in film, is more complex than men's and has not
been adequately analyzec. 19 1t probably involves a mixture
of pleasure, identity, and distance. TFor example, in watching
narrative cinema I can, and in fact usually do, identify with
both the male protagonist from whose perspective the story
is told and whose values are explored, and also with the
beautiful women whom he loves. I can be both Bogart and
Pacall. However, although women viewers do not have the
sdme psychological predisposition to view female images as
Other as male viewers do, in almost every film they see,
women viewers are forced to respond to female images in
films, both the minor characters and the "stars.' through
the filter of patriarchal arfistic concerans and conventions.

It is precisely because JoAmn Elam challenges both
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patriarchal film content and the conventions with which wom-
en and the topic of rape have been filmed that Rape is M_Ewoa..
tant, especially to women. In watching this film, viewers
must respond in a specifically political way to the facts of
women's oppression, and they are also led to reflect on the
cinematic treatment of that oppression. In this way, Elam's
feminist cinema leads viewers to challenge what they had
wmwwm for granted before, especially the treatment of women
i Iidm.

Rape

The visual track of Rape consists of three types of
footage: a kinescoped videctaped conversation mBomw a group
of rape victims and the filmmaker, handwritten intertitles
(white on a black background}, and symbolic illustrations--
filmed in 16mm--of the concepts discussed by the women on
the sound track., For the women who met this one time to
speak to each other and to make a film, this filmed dis-
cussion meant for each of them a coming to knowledge, a
healing, a reaffirming of their right to inhabit their own
bodies and most intimate selves.

While there is no story line or narrative development
in the film, there is a deliberate progression from the wom-
en's telling of victimization--by both rapists and the legal
system--to an analysis of rape culture, to an indication of
poggible coliective action. For example, the group dis-
cusses the ordinary strategies women adopt when going out
in the public sphere. These involve paranoia, disguise, and
conforming to social expectations about women's roles--e.g.,
stay at home or go out cnly with a man or lock like you
are expecting a man to meet you any minute--hone of which
has guaranteed women safety. There is also a sensitive
discussion of class and racism, as the women {who are all
white) respond honestly to these issues in ferms of their own
lived experience. The group arrives at a political analysis
through this one evening's group interaction, which, in fact,
WM the political analysis of rape that Elam presents in her
ilm.

The visual image of the conversation ig that of a
grainy video transfer, with foreground and background col-
lapsed. The low resolution of the image plus the "unprofes-
sional' framing as the participants pass the video camera
around from one to the other dedramatizes the stories that
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the women have to tell Pathos and personality are so min-
imized that often the viewer canhpot remember which person
had had which rape experience Or took which political stance.
The group finally is remermbered as speaking with one voice.
For political readons, Elam clearly has eschewed any por-
trayal of a tragic individual. She films no one with sculpted
Lighting and shows no acts of rape and no women’ breaking
down in tears. The women's "'stories" are esperienced only
in a situation of collective sharing and protest.

The sound track, the women's conversation, seis the
pace of the film. Flam intercuts the video image with sym-
bolic filmed material and Brechtian-style titles which serve
to heighten and make memorable what the women say. The
yiewer must respond to the film politically. There is no
cther way to deal with the women presented in the film ex-
cept in the intellectual and analytical way in which they deal
with themselves. In particular, the symbolic sequences force
an intellectual response. I use the term rgymbolie’ here o
refer to a constructed relation betyeen thing filmed and topic
signified in a particular sequence. 20 Elam's visual sym-
polism is reminiscent of the post-'68 Godard /Gerin films.
for it is combined with Brechtian-style intertities which "ex-
plain” or anchor the signification of the concepts expressed
explicity on the sound track. As with Brechtian distancing
devices, this 16mm filmed material provides an intellectual
wit which expands the resonance of the film and also raiges
our political understanding of what we see and hear. For
example, toward the end of the film, Elam ingerts an inter-
title which lists potential solutions and collective metions that
have been taken by women against rape. The intertitle passes
by too quickly for it to be absorbed as a worked-out formula
to end rape. Rather, it suggests areas for discussion that
the film as @ whole opens up, indicating ways womnen mighit
act, rather than ways women must act, The inserted ma-
terial, both intertitles and symbolic sequences, stggests an
analysis but leaves it up to the audience to make the con-
nectigns for themselves.

Sometimes the cinematic techaique has an evocative
effect deriving from the simplicity of the image or from the
editing and camera movement. Elams panning across the
tops of skyscrapers and court buildings {to represent in-
stitutional male power) elicits a sense of parancia and
claustrophobia because of the visceral response it evokes.
Other times, Elam uses a vérité~type of on-the-street
filming. She combines here a number of shots of wonen
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walking, or men's glances, or pecple walking together. She
- edits these shots so as to bring out their most salient com-
mon feature (i.e., "woman walking down city street'), but
she uses a ‘'spontaneous” filming style to demonstrate the
real threat women face in public situations and their con-
stant awareness when walking down the street that they could
be harassed at any time. You could, the film imples, film
scenes like that on any city street on any given day. .

) To break tension and io mbke political points in a
witty, memorable way, she flaghes on at various times a
ghot of a screw, a pigeon (meaning women are sitting ducks)
or columns which are carved into figures of grimacing ioE..“
en (meaning women are the pillars of sotiety). She ﬁmo.
uses humorous images of classical painting, showing un-
happy or beheaded wives. The images of classical art,
especially a painting of the rape of the Sabine women, a
statue of a man abducting a woman at sword's point and
& Minerva-type goddess with arms upraised Hmwummmmﬁ a
number of concepts--womenls traditional roles, the con-
straints placed on women, and what happens when they
confromt men or social institutions. These images are used
in different combinations with the other symbolic images in
a carefully crafted way to evoke the ww.mowm,m kinds of com-
plexities and contradictions that affect or have a bearing on
the situation the women are talking about on the sound track
in voice-off.

Some of the symbolic sequences are more complex than
a one-to-one equation of imageé with idea. For example in
the children's games, which broadly symbolize "the gz“mm of
wwm sexes, " the audience has to attend to the m«ﬁgwﬁm_ in who
is chasing whom~-the boys or the girls. Certain visual se-
quences depict an extended metaphor, in particular a hand
game where a man's hands hit and grab a woman's hands.
Another time we see z hand moving a glass of water arcund
rapidly while a person’s hand, with forefinger extended, tries
to stick a finger in the glass. Here the women's ﬁ&wmm on
the sound track discuss how hostile judges have used this
very trick to prove to a jury that a woman could never be
forced to have sex against her will.

Elam's visual style in both the filmed 16mm inserts
mma in the video-taped sequences of the women partly de-
rives from a tradition in U.S. experimental filmmaking that
is in opposition o mainstream doculnentary and feature filmn
style. The "home-movie" experimentation of the New
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American Cinema movement ig characterized not only by
spontanecus filming done in the filmmaker's own milieu,
but also by a hand-held camera and a seeming lack of
concern for the "rules’ of narrative cinematography.
Thus, in Rape, we often face seemingly erratic camera
movement, horizon line askew, or unpredictable kinds of
vigual repetition. Such a visual style originally fupctioned
as a cheap form of filmmaking and as a protést against
the anesthetic structures of commercial film. Even now,
because audiences are generally unfamiliar with this type
of ommmgwﬁomﬁ%mf it may be perceived as crude or inept.

Here, in fact, such & style serves a political pur-
pose. Elam has striven to create new cinematic tactics
for exploring and explicitly m:m@mwwm the topic of rape
withott being co~-opted into using that subject maiter for
visual voyeuristic pléasure. Furthermdre, the intellectual
and symbolic nature of her style makes a statement about
the women being filmed and makes demands on the audience.
The women filmed and the film itself are angry, intellec-
tual, and politically aware. The responses to the visual
symbolism hust be analytical. The imagery never evokes
a feeling, "How tragicl" "How sad!"

The major way in which Elam proceeds from the
consciousness-raising filmed conversation to a useful pub-
lic statement about and attack on rape--to forging a real )
teaching tool, if you will--is through the intertitles. Some ;
of these are summary statements; they usually foliow the :
mention of a theme or concept by one of the women on the
sound track. Often the intertitles define the symbolism of
the inserted filmed sequences. More often, they are heav-
ily ironie, underscoring the false consciousness ancd every-
day assumptions that are the major prop of rape ideology.
Such assumptions make rape not only a "thinkable” act for
the rapigt, but for both the rapist and the non-rapist these
agsuthptions reaffirm and institutionalize the notion of men's
social and personal right of access to the female body.
Some of these titles include the following, the false con-
sciousness of which I hope will be obvious: 'say yes and
mean no'; "you're so cute when you're mad'; "it's because
they like you"; 'victim precipitation’; "she claims that she
was raped™ "the woman behind the man'; and Mt's your
burden in society o say no. ' Other times words such as
myth or ravish are used with their dictionary--i. e., patri-
archal--definition. There are repeated shois of the Jllinois
rape statute's definition of rape. Frequently, the intertitles i
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Intertitles irom JoAnn Elam's film, Rape

TERROR--a state of intense fear caused by the sys-
tematic use of violent means by a party or faction to
maintain itself in power.

Rape is a perfect example of control

go out and do it again

They think that rape is just a simple screw.

male supremacy

Rapists do not differ from ordinary men.

motivation

women are vulnerable -

legal system

consensual intercourse

justified gexual assault

felonious galiantry

assault with failure to please

rape is socially sanctioned

Men think that women want to be raped.

They just do it to be pricks.

They just have a ball,

That's not treating me like 2 human being.

{ake it out on someone

You get to a point where you can't stand to live
thai way.

express women’'s anger and the resolution expressed in the
titles, as well as the political analysis the titles provide,
bring great satisfaction to women viewers. I have seen the
anger expressed by the titles divide the audience, as Brecht
said a good politieal film should do, along class lides--in
this case along feminist lines, Women in the audience
usuzily respond more vehemently and to different issues than
male viewers do; and I've had womeh students call one title
"realistic’~-"telling it the way it is,' while male students
characterized the same title as "polemical” or "rhetorical. "
Elam validates women's anger in thig film by raising it to
a conceptuazl level in which that anger becomes part of the
most appropriate political response. 21

The film does not have a beginning, middle or énd.
There is a process of moving from 2 wmwmoan to an insti-
tutional analysis and of ending on a sense (not an answer)
of what is to be done and what steps women can take. The
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film cannot be either received or remembered like a story.
There isn't a main point or event that was led up to, no
chain of inevitable cause and effect. Women exploring
issues of rape--or indeed of the larger, complex subject

of their sexuality and their relation to their bodies~~need
something beyond stories where either something good
happens {the woman is "won'} she finds Mr. Right) or
something bad (the woman gets raped or shot; woman is
vangquished). Elam's film opens on {0 women's experience
in a new way by its very eschewal of a story form. The
only "story™ is what the group explored in a social act of
affirming its members® identity and of fighting rape and

the factors that cause rape, After seeing the film, the
viewer will remember Hitle about the characters, who are
neither cinematically beautiful nor tragic. We will remem-
ber snatches of the told experience, some of the titles, and
some of the symbolic filmed sequences. The film has
forced us o witness women speaking the unspokea, and the
film itself is a rare cinematic act in making the unspoken
speakable, It shows women in a community of women
breaking through guilt, isolation, silence, and alienation
from self. The women depicted in the film and the film-
maker's own style create a sense of women as intellectuals
and social actors. They are doing--even in the act of con-
versation--rather than waiting, suffering, and sacrificing,
which are patriarchy’s notions of women's roles. Elam uses
the film to examine and attack oppressive mmmﬂoﬁoﬂ struc-
tures and to reinforce women's sense of just outrage and
their capacity to act. It is an intellectual film that has a
role to play in helping women forge both their own jdentities
and a more equitable world.

Contribution To Public Struggle

The feminist documeniatries speak to working worm-
en, encourage them in their public struggles, and bropden
their horizons to make demangs in other spheres as well.
o define structures of patriarchy is as important to wom-
en workers ag to define structures of capitalism. Existen-
tial or gut-level militgncy becomes refined by a political
movement as the movement offers an analysis and provides
a way to see both parameters anf details within the struggle
as a whole. Yet because of male competitiveness, aggres-
siveness and bluff are not skills women usually learn as
children (and many women do not necessarily want to learn
these tactics as adults either); the women's movement seeks
to create new structures to facilitate women's entyy into the
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public sphere of work and power, and to make that public
sphere one they would want te inhabit,

Clearly, the powerless will want power, especially
once they define specifically the ways they have gystemat-
ically been robbed of it. But women also want to imagine
what the power would be if executed in a form commengurate
with feminist goals. Although it is seemingly filmed id
domestic space, Self Health is a powerful public document
in the model for sex education and the vision of collective,
Ccommunity control that it presents. And its sense of wome
en together, coming to (creating, seizing} knowledge, is
subversive.

The realist feminist documentaries represent a use
of, yet a shift in, the aestheticg of cinéma vérité, due to
the feminist filmmakers® close identification with their sub-
Jeets, participation in the wolnen's movement, and sense of

the films’ intended effect. The structure of the consciousness~

raiging group becomes the deep structure repeated over and
over ir these films. Within sach g narrative structure,
either a single woman tellg ker story to the filmmaker or a
group of women are filmed sharing experiences in a polit-
icized way. They are filmed in domestic space and their
words serve to redefine that space in a new, "woman-
identified"” way. Either the stance of the People filmed or
the stance of the film as a whole reflects a commitment

to changing the public sphere as well; and for this reason,
these filmmakers have used an accessible documentary form.
In the “surface structure' of the films, a new iconography

of women's bodies and women's gpace emerges that implicitly

challenges the general visual depiction of women in capitdlist
society, perhaps in lany socialist ones, too. The sound
tracks have women’s voices speaking continuously; and the
films' appeal lies not only in having strong women tell about
their lives but even more in our hearing and having demon-
strated that some women have deliberately altered the rules
of the game of sexual politics.  All cinéma vérite is not the
same, and much of the currept discussion of and attack on
cinematic realism dismisses the kind of documentary film
style that most people are used to,

Both realist and experimental documentary forms
have been politicized by feminigt filmmakers who see their
work as coming out of and having an audience in the wom-
en's movement. And in return, the exigencies, methods,
and forms of organization within that ongoing political
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movement have profoundly affected the aesthetics of docu~
mentdary film.
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vagina. But the man may have an intense experience,
¢alled orgasm, caused by some activity of his own
within the particular environment of the vagina. The
completion of his experience, or orgasm, is indicated
by certain signs, e.g., ejaculation. This experience
nas been judged by society to be pleasurable lin a
similar way for both men and women]." (. i

See Barbara Halpérn Martineau's "Documenting the
Patriarchy: Chinafewn" in Women and the Cinema,
Eds. Karyn Kay and Gerald Peary MNew York: Dutton,
1977), originally in Jump Cut No. 3, September-Octo-
ber 1974. Martineau examines the ideological impli-
cations of reviews of Chinatown which ignore the vio-
lence done to the female protagonist, ignoring 'the
fact that while the male star only gets his nose slit
open, the female star gets shot through the eye. "

See especially Pam Cook and Claire J ohnston's analysis
of Mamie Stover in '"The Place of Women in the
Cinema of Raoul Walsh,” Raoul Walsh, Ed. Phil
Harvey (London: Vineyard Press, 1874)., Also Claire
Johnston, "Women's Cinema as Countercinema, " Notes
on a Women's Cinema, Screen Pamphlet No. 2, 1974.

For a psychoanalytic discussion of these issues see Susan
Lurie, 'Porrography and the Dread of Women. ™ Take
Back the Night, ed, Laura Lederer (New York: William
Morrow, 1080); Jessica Benjamin, "The Bonds of Love:
Rational Violence snd Erotic Domination'; Feminist Stud-
ies, 6, No. 1 (Spring 1980); Ethel Spector Person, "Sexu-
ality as the Mainstay of Identity, "' Signs, 5 No. 4 (1980).

Laura Mulvey, 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, "
Sereen, 16, No. 38 (Fall 1978); reprinted in Women and

the Cinema.

This paragraph reflects a discussion between feminist
literary and film critics in "Women and Film: A
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- "Show ¥Us Life"

Discussion of Feminist Aesthetics,” New German
Critique, No. 13 (Winter 1976), For a useful dis-
cussion of these issues, see Gertrud Koch, "Why
Women Go to the Movies, " tr. Marc Silberman,

Jump Cut, Neo. 27 (July 1982); Tania Modleski, Loving
with a Vengeance: Mass Produced Fantagies for Wom-
en (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1952); Ann Barr Snitow,
TMass Market Romance,' Radical History Review, 20
(Spring-Summer, 1979); Linda Williams, "Women in
Love: Personal Best," Jump Cut, No. 27 (July 1882}
Chris Straayer, '"The Lesbian/Feminist Audience and
Personal Best,” Jump Cut, No. 29 (Fall 1983).

20 1 draw here on Peter Wollen's application of Charles
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Pierce's semiotic categories--icon, index, and symbol--
to cinema. "A symbolic sign demands neither re-
semblance to its object (the definition of icon} nor any
existential bond with it (the definition of memwv It is
conventional and has the force of law.' Signs and
Meaning in the Cinema. (Bloomingion: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1972}, p. 123,

showing the filmm I have encountered two types of
negative responses, worth mentioning here. Some
viewers find the film visually crude, either because
they are hogtile to the use of video transfer in ex-
perimental filmmaking, or because they do not Lke

a film style that differs from TV documentaries,
Ancther negative response; and it is often combined
with the above response as a "cover,' comes from
those who do not want to look at rape in both per-
gsonal and political terms and who thus reject the type
of response insisted on by both the style and the con-
tent of Elam's film.

As a friend of the filmmaker and as a critic trying
to establish a broader audience for women’s films, 1
have shown Rape in women's studies classes, film
classes, and film conferences, and also had it shown
to women and police staff working in the area of rape.
"Naive' audiences do not seem to have much difficulty

with the formadl innovatipns; film students either like
its experimental mwwmwmmmmm or find it mmnwEm in pro-
duction values; people in rape-crisis wdrk either accept
or argue with H»m politics, Often thig last group is looking
for a film that would serve ag an owmeNEm tool ina
specific anti-rape campaign. Rape’s open-ended form and
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symoblic sequences make it suitable for starting d
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cussions, but it is not prescriptive in terms of strate-

gy and tactics.

Rape may be rented from Canyon Cinema Cooperative,

2325 Third Street, Suite 338. San Francisco, CA 94107
(415 /332-1514) or Film-Makers' Oo..owmwmw?m
Avenue, New York NY 10011 (212 /884-3820);, in Canada,
D. E.C. Films,
Newport Strept, London WC2 H7J: Rental nwmm.mmanmwm

Purchase price--$250.
JoAnn Elam, PO Box 41864, Chicago, IL 60641

Self Health is directed by Catherine Allan, Judy
Ercla, Allie Light, and Joan Musante. Made in 1974, it's
in 18mm, 23 minutes, coldr.
source Qmﬁﬂ. 1525 m,m.mbme Street, San Francisco, CA
94100 Aﬁm\mqw 5100).

121 Avenue Road, Toronto, Onfario, M5R 263
ﬁum\mmm;mmod in England, The Other OEmBm 12~13 Little

For wﬁaanmm apply to the filmmaker

Rental from Multi-Media Reg-

175 Lexington




