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INTRODUCTION

The production and viewing of alternative AIDS video is a form of
direct, immediate, product-oriented activism which brings together
committed individuals who insist upon being industrious. No won-
der so many alternative AIDS videos have been produced. Since the
mid-1980s there have been hundreds if not thousands of media
productions about the crisis, made by videomakers who work out-
side of commercial, broadcast television. The work of the alterna-
tive AIDS media addresses the great variety of needs, heliefs,
communities, and politics of the now immense “AIDS comumunity™:
everything from safer sex videos for teenagers to scientific data
about drug protocols, from autobiographies of PWAs to music
videos about homophobia. A great many of these activist videos are
produced by women; their projects have challenged and politicized
the meanings of both AIDS and video.

‘ In the following article I look briefly at four such videos—
4 alternative AIDS media made by and for women—to see what they
: tell us about the media, identity, community, and feminist politics
in the age of AIDS. T have selected videotapes which are distinct,
engaging, and creative, but which also represent more general for-
mal and theoretical trends found within women’s AIDS activist
video from the early 1990s*: Current Flow, by Jean Carlomusto for
the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC); Like a Prayer, by DIVA TV
(Damned Interfering Video Activist Television); Women and Chil-
dren Last, the trailer made to raise funds for the feature-length
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videa Heart of the Matier, by Amber Hollibaugh and Gini Reticker; and The
Embrace/lil Abraze, by Diana Coryat. These tapes were all completed in 1990
Ly New Yerk videomakers. Although their makers are all feminists who ave
active in the ATDS and media communities in New York City, each of these
projects rargets a more select community within this larger community (i.e:
leshians. activists, HIV-positive women, Latinas). It is this very process and
passibility of winnowing smaller and smaller communities from and to which
to speak that raises many of the questions most central to this analysis:of
women'’s alternative AIDS media. How do such tapes, specifically by New
Yorkers, about New Yorkers, speak to an audience of New Yorkers? How'do
such women's tapes speal to other AIDS activist communities? Does work by
Brooklvnites speak to women from the Bronx?

The AIDS community is itself speckled with hundreds of smaller commu-
witics and is bordered by its own margins. Women in the AIDS community
forn a subset, or margin, with different (and similar} needs to the community
as a whole. Like the artists, gay white men, AIDS activists, and countless other
smaller commmunities whose needs and issues are targeted in the video projects
of the alternative AIDS media, women have learned that there are specific
HTV-related issues relevant to them which may differ from those of other com-
mumities. For instance, to teach a woman to practice aafer sex has little—other
ihan the mechanics of condom or dental dam use—to do with teaching a gay
man fo do so. Thus, female videomakers have produced educational work that
is explicitly for and/or about particular communities of women. There are a
wide range of smaller communities that have been focused upon within the
AIDS conununity of women: activists, leshians, lesbian activists, Asian-
Americans, blacks, black lesbians, black lesbian activists . . . Clearly, such a
process of nfinite regression could ultimately reduce every community to the
individual: make a video for me! Sounds absurd, but in fact, it’s the point.

A most significant way in which alternative videomaking—usually work
produced for little expense and with little formal training using camcorders
and other inespensive or “low-end” video technologies—counters and alters
mainstream media is that it localizes the production and reception of this usu-
ally universalizing mode of discourse. This is not to suggest that a black les-
bian activist cannot wateh or learn from a video for an Asian-American
straight social worker, but that she can. The political impact of alternative
media comes as much from oppositional distribution. and exhibition strategies
(organizing screenings outside the community), as it does from oppositional
production {making images from within a community). As video production
becomes more and more accessible, and less and less expensive, there is no
reason not to use this medium to educate our own, particular and private com-
mumities, iile also inviting other communities to see the ways in which we
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talk Iabout and to ourselves, Of course, film or video can be made by cultural
outsiders about people or communities nther than themselves, but this is a dif-

ferent manner of ducti i i
roduction— 1
frent manter Ef) n.ot alternative media, and in fact, one of the
o8t defining reatures of mainstream television.

CURRENT FLOW: LEARNING FROM THE EXPERTS

Current Flow, a safer-sex porn short for lesbians, is one in a sevies of such
shorts produced by GMHC’s media department. Because most of the funding
for this project is dependable and constant, coming internally from this 1'91;:
tively well-off AIDS service organization, the production standards of the wbrk
are high. Directed by Carlomusto in conjunction with a lesbian task group

Current Flow opens upon a white woman masturbating with a Vibl'atOl‘OfO Th;
sounds of a televised interview with Madonna and Sandra Bernhard. As the
woman moves towards climax, a black hand stops the electricity flowing to the
vibrator. Although initially angered by this interruption, a.noth‘m' flow. unallv
exciting, begins as the mysterious intruder joins her upon the cmlch. and
Sinead (0’Connor’s “Just Like You Said It Would Be,” enters the. smmc&Lack.

Long, close, and barely edited shots of safe oral sex with a dental dam and

penetration with a well-washed sex toy and then a latex-gloved hand, are the
tape’s highlights. The short ends with the two women kissing, the glo:v of the

television lighting their faces. The implications of such unapologetic.
unabashed images are enormous. Carlomusto explains:

LeSblaIll-IdeIltlfled sex-positive imagery is scavce . . . Although
many videotapes depicting lesbian sex created for straight men are
available on the shelves of even the most mundane video rental
storeg, only a few tapes trickle in from the West Coast made for, by,
and about women. And even fewer of these deal with safer se); f01
lesbians. This is both oppressive and dangerous because in order to
educate leshians about safer sex we have to establish what it is.2

There is no one better qualified to say what is sexy (and safe) for lesbians thax
les.bian producers. And what better way is there for the larger community tc
gain insight into a desire and discourse different from their own than by
watching the images lesbians create for and of themselves? ‘

Certainly, questions of exhibition and andience are critical for under
standing this work, GMHC has a specific distribution strategy to target the
audiences addressed by the tape (as well as the other safer sexbshor'c& all pro-
duced for sexual subcultures): the safer sex shorts have been show.nr in b}érs
projected before porn features, and used during safer sex workshops. There i:
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little chance that Current Flow wilk flow onto the TVs of people uninterested in
Jeshian sex. Although making resistant straight people see tifestyles different
from theiv owr is a politieal tactie (Queer Nation, initially a spin-off of New
York's ACT UP. staged cueer kiss-ins at straight singles’ bars, for instance}, it
is not the politics of most alternative AIDS media. Many disenfranchised pro-
ducers need fhe certainty of an accepting audience to feel comfortable speak:
ing the things which oftens. in “mainstream” culture, bring antagonistit
responses. discrimination, and sometimes violence. Instead, alternative vidéo
production is about communication: a willing dialogue. Unlike maiﬂ.stréaﬁl
media. a tape like Current Flow is not made to reach a mass audience, is not
made 1o make money. but rather has a limited audience and agenda. When
and if such a tape finds its way outside the particular community for which.t
is rargered. this must almost always be because someone brought it there.
Works with a specific agenda need tailored distribution: screenings at confer-
ences. worksliops. community organizations or classrooms; screenings accon-
panied by literature, speakers, or other forms of contextualization. Straight
people can and should see Current Flow, but in a context where they can dis-
cuss lesbian sexuality in a productive, not punitive fashion.

LIKE A PRAYEH: OPENING UP TO ACTIVIST VIDEQ

Like A Prayer (1990} is DIVA's third tape. The tape documents ACT UP (the
AIDS Coaltion to Unleash Power) and WHAM’s (Women’s Health Action
Mobilization) controversial “Stop the Church” demonstration against the poli-
cies of New York City’s Cardinal O’Connor. The tape is broken into six majoy
sections dealing with issues like the history of the Catholic Church’s position
on condom use and safer sex education, a deconstruction of mainstream press
coverage of the demonstration, and the activities of Operation Ridiculous, an
organization of clowns joined “to go where clowns have never been”—namely
to the demonstrations of the militant pro-life organization, Operation Rescue.
Fach section was produced separately by individnal members of the collective.
The varied sections are held together by Madonna’s song “Like a Prayer,”
interviews with Catholic members of ACT UP who were denied a voice in
mainstream coverage of the incident, and hilarious advertisements performed
by the tate DIVA member and AIDS media activist, Ray Navarro. Dressed as
Jesus, Navasro advertises a pro-sex Catholicism: “Make sure your second comn-
ing is a safe one. Use condoms.” N
Clearly. such humor at the expense of the Catholic Church does not make
this a rape for everyone—it isn't for everyone. Similarly, not all viewers are
convinced that divect action—something the tape unapologetically takes as a
given—is the best response to the ATDS crisis. For instance, a group of women

o RS
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with whom I worked on a video project by and for care providers of PWAs whe
were all certainly committed to AIDS “activism” themselves,? discnsse& feeling
distanced from many ACT UP tapes: because the demonstrators reflect th:
laxjgely young, white, gay, and male constituency of ACT UP, or because the
privilege implicit in the time commitment of direct action is uﬁimaginaiaie fon
working women with children, or because civil disohedience is not a form o
activism with which everyone feels entirely comfortable. There are two impor:
tant points evidenced here. One is that anyone who doesn’t feel invited
watch this tape, explicitly by and for AIDS activists, probably never will be
A.nd two, those who do feel it is for them (“I'm an AIDS acti:vist"’) and ther
disagree with the politics or opinions found in the tape’s conception of AIDS
action, nevertheless use this as a learning process, itself of great use (“I'm ar
AIDS activist, but my AIDS activism does not include direct action™).

This productive moment of individual and community definition car
occur watching Like A Prayer because, unlike typical mainstream media cele-
brating its presumed objectivity, DIVA is committed to identifying its messages
as the opinions of individual people, just as they are committed to showing She
process of how these opinions were formed. “Alternative mecdia are not ?wuv
tral. They are, instead, highly partisan media enterprises that make nc
attempt to disguise their partisanship,” writes David Armstrong in his history
of radical media in America.* And Sean Cubitt writes of activist video: “these
are voices rgised in anger, seeking not to describe reality but to change it. They
do not pretend to objectivity.” - ; "

The effect of watching political, opinionated documentary is itself rarely
theorized in analyses of media spectatorship. Two competing theories of mass
media spectatorship leave the viewer of alternative media out of the picture
Frankfurt School-inflected theories of broadcast television spectatorship are
%msled upon an understanding of lemming-like viewers who ecan’t or are toc
%ndlfferent to tell the difference between opinion and objectivity.® Althougt
important in explaining the power of ideology in the maintaining of cultu;a
hegemony, these ideas become less useful in a discussion of culmrati production
that passionately claims its biases because it is made and received by peopl
motivated by a critique of current systems of power and oppressioni On th
other hand, descriptions of broadcast television’s alienated, negotiating, o:
resisting viewer inflected by theories of the Birmingham Schot;f7 are in?de
quate for describing the activity of viewing a video that people need to see, ¢

video that addresses a specified and small viewership, even if they disacr;e(
with or challenge information in that video. Whereas resistance and necrt;jtia‘
tion are the key strategies of the broadcast television viewer who negds te
‘make useful for herself TV that is most typically racist, sexist, homophobic C;]
in other ways simple-minded, the alternative AIDS video viewer to a Ialg«
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American lesbian, or a Southern AIDS activist. These identities, lilke others,
are complex, mobile, strategic at times, and only partially conscious. Yiewing
activist video provides a site where the interrogation and even potential change
of one’s “identity” can occur on both conscious and unconscious levels since it
is precisely in moments of identification, when a non-lesbian or non-activist
viewer of Current Flow or Like a Prayer, sees hersell and her needs in anoth-
er’s, the “other’s,” that communication—and politics—hegin. “T'm a hetero-
sexual, but that looks pleasurable to me,” “I'm straight, but that’s what oral
sex feels like for me,” “I'm Catholic, but T do not believe that the oppression of
gays is condoned by God.” In such moments of identification, a more compli-
cated notion of identity is supported: as I see my own lesbianess or activistness
{or blackness or whiteness or maleness), even as [ am not a “lesbian,”
“activist,” “black,” “white,” or “male.” Whether one’s “identity” is as an
insider or outsider to the position claimed by a tape, viewing alternative media

that willingly identifies its construction from a position of difference or opinion

can function to expand or at least challenge originary positions of identity.
Activist video provides this foram because it is produced by and then exhibited
to people who are actively defining their political agendas, the identities which
make such demands, and the possible identifications with others whao wiil
stand in support of the ideas, policies, or goals under contestation.

Feminist film theorists have argued that the psychoanalytic mechanisms
of identification inspired by viewing realist representation are one of the cine-
ma’s greatest powers and dangers. “Jdentification” itself has been seen as a
cultural process complicit with the reproduction of dominant culture by rein-
forcing patriarchal forms of identity,” writes Jackie Stacey.'? Stacey quotes
Anne Friedberg, who emphasizes that, “Identification enforces a collapse of
the subject onto. the normative demand for sameness, which, under patriarchy,
is always male.”*! If the confirmation of a unitied, gendered subjectivity is one,
most commonly theorized effect of identification within the cinema, there are
many others. Paula Treichler notes many of these forms of unconscious and

conscions identification in her reflections upon the abilities of mainstream
media viewers to “identify” with PWAs:

Questions of identification appear to involve memory, the nervous
system, present goals and activities, life experience, familiarity with
and pleasure in the conventions of a given narrative genre, demo-
graphic and cireumstantial characteristics of the human figure
(including their physical appearance, political perspective, values,
real-life similarities and differences—class, gender, etc.), emotional
and political connections to the text, and psychic commitments.?
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As Treichter details, the point is not to abandon & psychoanalytic concep-
tion of identilication bur to supplement it with consideration of the more con-
seious levels of interaction which also occur when film and video texts,
especially those which are politically motivated, are viewed by spectators who
ave sceking a politicized engagement with snch texts as well as the real world
they represent. When a viewer identifies with activist AIDE video, while it is
probably true that a patriarchal form of gendered identity may be being rein-

forced on an nneonscious level, she is also being invited to imagine herself with -

the ﬂnvthiug-l‘)ut—ﬂorm&%iv& icdlentity of a member of an oppositional COMIIT- 5.

nity working and strugghing in 2 lived reality at least somewhat similar to her -
own. When engaging with activist realist video, processes of self-recognition— . -
the naming and claiming of comples identities and identifications found out-» -
side of dominant culture—are important in constituting politicized (if still also.. ..
perhiaps patriarchal) forms of identity. o

WOMEM AND CHILDREN LAST: NEW CENTERS FROM OLD MARGINS

In her writing on indigenous media—video made by the “first nation” peoples
arowrd the world—Faye Ginsburg deseribes a postcolonial situation where .
ethmic or indigenous identity 18 affected and inflected by knowledge of, and
participation in, the cultare of the colonizer: “reflections of ‘us’ and ‘them’ to
"13 The recent accessibility of video

each other are increasingly juxtaposed.”
production and viewing allows a place in culture where this more {luid con-
struction of images and identities can occur. Alternative media production
allows the complicated work of identification to occur both within oppressed
commiunities and between different communities. The possibility of self-
definition oceurs as the once “center” is aflowed to identify with the “margin™
10 see itself there. In fact, alternative video allows the center and the margin to
begin to see their reflection in the lives and experiences of the other.

© This plenomenon is exemplified in Fomen and Children Last {1990),
divected by Amber Hollibaugh and Gini Reticker. The ten-minute tape served
as a trailer o raise funds for their final project, The Heart of the Matter-
(1993), a sixty-minute broadeast documentary. In their project, Hollibaugh
and Reticker have re-defined the “general public” for whom their work is;
made to look more like the public they know: working- and middle-class black:

. . ) )
Americans. The film takes for granted that viewers from the “center” can.

identify with a “marginal” voice. o
The tape focuses upon Janice Jirau, an HIV-positive black woman,
Filmed in the close and intimate detail that only friendly relations between
filmmakers and subject can produce, we hear Janice speak about the impact. .
that AIDS has had on her life. She discusses her husband’s death from AIDS, .
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and her own infection with HIV. He didn’t want to use a condom, and she par-
ticipated in unsafe sex hecause she wanted to “prove she loved him . . . reas-
sure him . .. because he was hurting.” We are also privy to a moving
gathering of her family. They eat, sing, and speak together about Janice’s ill-
ness and their love and support for her. In conventional and beautifully shot
documentary footage, we see what network television rarely shows us: a strong
black woman and a strong black family—mnot Bill Cosby’s TV [amily, or
Oprah’s melodramatic mothers, but real people with real class, ethnic, and
political identities. A black woman and her family become the recognizable
“center” of the tape. But this center, Janice’s interview, is framed with infor-
mation which helps the viewer make sense of black, female experience, at least
in a political sense: this frame is “white” representation.

The film opens with the title “1940s,” which is followed by the fitle card
from what appears to be a forties film, Easy to Get. In the appropriated images
from this film, we see a white officer talking to a black man, also in military
attire, although clearly with lower rank. The white officer quizzes the black
mman about where and how he met his girtfriend: “Was she a pick-up?” No, he
met her on the street. “And you had her that night?” No, after a few dates.
“And you didn’t use a rubber . . . 7 “She looked clean.” “Where you touched
her she was filthy and diseased.” Then another title appears —*1990s"— fol-
lowed by a cut to Janice who explains: “I-don’t like the good gitl/bad girl syn-
drome. I’'m not good or bad, I'm just Janice.”

This framing asks all viewers, white or black, male or fereale, to under-
stand the subject of the film—the contemporary phenomenon of a black
woman’s experience with AIDS—in relationship to a long history of racial and
sexual oppression, in and out of representation. To understand how critical it
is for Janice to not understand herself as either a good girl or a bad girl, the
viewer must try to understand a complicated history of racial and gender
oppression, and a complicated black identity created from this history. The
viewer must understand a long legacy of presumed guilt and responsibility for
the spread of disease, especially for black women. The viewer must consider
how white people have constructed blacks, and how black people construct
themselves in light of the legacy of such images,

Most activist AIDS video, like Heart of the Matter, takes the form of doc-
umentary and the conventions of realism to transfer their respected subjects
from a position of marginal to central status. This elevated or at feast shifted
subjectivity is necessary for performing the tasks of education, documentation,
and self-identification central to the politics of AIDS video. Yet because
activist producers rely on conventions that mimetically record reality does not
require a lack of sophistication on their part about the fact that this represen-
tation of reality is constructed for clear and conscious ends, Feminist film
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theory has conceptualized how patriarchy replicates and perpetuates itself
through the formal mechanisms of the cinema as much, if not more so, than
through the overtly sexist stories, roles, or stereotypes found in Hollywood
films. Iu the 1970s, using newly-translated-to-English critical theory as their
guide. influcntial theorists created a decidedty feminist set of interpretations
which began to explain the struetural basis of the mamtenance of patriarchy
through dominant systems of representation. Realist style was understood to
be one of these devices: “realism as a style is unable to change consciousness
Decause it does not depart from the forms that embody the old consciousness.
Thus. prevailing realist codes . .
apparatus used in a new way so as o challenge audiences’ expectations and
assumptions about life.”*

As was true for my brief discussions about prevailing theories of media
veceprion and the effects of identification, the majority of feminist discussion
about realist form has been developed through analyses of mainstream media.
What has continually lacked theoretical attention are the effects of using con-
ventional structures like vealist style to represent oppositional content, which
may be nothing more or less radical than using the camera to testify to the
veality of one individual’s underrepresented experience. ATDS activist video-
makers—women who are drawn to media production because they have some-
thing urgent and opinionated to say—often use the camera as a tool fer
defining themselves as individuals or members of minority or political commu-
nities. People hitherto represented only in the punitive or oppressive manner of
mainstream media can begin to confront how they want to see themselves and
their concerns. Amy Taubin insists that an important lesson of the realist doc-
wmentaries of the women's movement in the early 1970s is that “the way to
insure marginalized people a place in history is to record their stories on
film. ™ Realist codes and talling-head conventions are most typically used to
do the potitical work of entering new opinions, new selves, or newly under-

stood selves into public discourse. A political act founded in an awareness of -

what ideas and images hegemonic culture typically includes and precludes, the
vealistic representation of new “centers” of expertise is necessarily a self-con-
scious process,

THE EMBRACE: DISTRIBUTION AND RECEPTION ORGANIZE
ALTERNATIVE PRODUCTION '

Meainstream media flows quickly through our lives; unless we go to special
efforts with our VCRs. it’s broadeast and then gone. Because alternative media -
is not necessarily made to be broadcast, each project can develop its own *

plan for distribution and reception which often then organizes its mode of

must be abandoned and the cinematic -

-
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production and formal strategies. Take, for example, The Embrace/El Abrazo:
A Fideo Performance (1990}, the docwmentation of a theater piece of the same
name. The tape was produced by Pregenes Touring Puerto Rican Theatre Col-
lection, a group who uses an interactive theater technique known as Forum
Theater. Directed by Diana Coryat, the video version performs the same, inno-
vative educational function as the live performance. ’

Pregones produces bilingual Spanish/English theater to educate Latino
communities about AIDS. The actors perform a scenario raising issues abhout
AIDS which are common to the communities for whom they perform in East
Harlem. In the performance documented in the tape, a married couple with a
child decides to kick the wife’s brother out of their apartment. The couple
believes the brother is using drugs and, therefore, must be infected with HIV.
At a critical juncture in the performance, a Joker character stops the action
and asks the audience to identify the most oppressed character in the scenario.
The audience is then instructed to consider how they would behave differently
to resolve the confrontation. The scene is then enacted again on the tape, with
an audience volunteer playing the part of the oppressed character. The new
performance can be interrupted at any time by other audience members if it is
decided that the situation could still be handled differently.

The video sticks to this interactive format, “encouraging critical thinking
and audience participation.” by using the Joker character as a narrator who
instructs the spectators to turn the video off, and discuss or even enact their
solutions, whenever he gives the word. When the video spectator turns the
video back on, documentary footage of the solutions of two actual audiences is
presented. Question and answer sessions from live performances, interviews
with participants, and sections which provide accurate safer sex information
are also included in the tape.

The tape, which is funded as AIDS education and not through media or
arts organizations, challenges many expectations about the purposes and pos-
sibilities of media. Unlike television, which asks for the limited interaction of a
maximum and universalized viewership, The Embrace is made to be used in
small groups from specific communities and to incite andience action, educa-
tion, participation, as well as their entertainment. Imagine a network televised
educational program that asks the viewers to turn off their set! How would the
home-viewer catch the commercials? Unencumbered by TV's mode of financ-
ing, The Embrace entirely refashions the uses of the television screen for local.
specific, interactive education. -

We have known since early in the course of the AIDS crisis that education
is most effective when it comes from, and is made specifically for, the diverse
communities who most need to be addressed. An entire cha};te.r of the Panos
Institute’s 1988 analysis of the effects of AIDS on international ethnic
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ninorities. Blaming Others: Prejudice, Race and Worldwide AIDS, is devoted

to the necessity of minority communities educating themselves:

AIDS prevention can only be effective if it chan.ges ?eop.l:?% s.exu}?l
behavior. In the Third World, and among ethnic rn1.nor1t1es' in the
North, this is unlikely to happen if AIDS education is p.erc:elved to
emanate from the predominantly white, relatively privileged, out-

side establishment.'®

The chapter then goes on to document innov.ative global programs ]:vilerz
7 ambians are educating Zambians, where prostm}tes 16&?_(1 safer sex WI_I;I' shop
for other prostitutes, where churches educa.t'e th«la;r pa_ris'hes,hcglege ’;S}:};S?elze
Americans produce AIDS-educational materials in Spanish. “We don

savs Dr. Jane Delgado, president of the National Coalition of
| 17

in transiations,” o side
i 1 Vi anizations.
ispanic Health and Human Service Urg o
i i r

Tn the production of educational AIDS video there has been a gimila

. st -
rend. Jose Cuitexres-Gomez and Jose Vergelin, producers of one of the earlies

relanovela-style educational ATDS videos, Ojos Que No Ven (1987), explain:

Effective AIDS education directed at minorities requires a show ar.ld
tell medinm that can also role model positive behavior change while
reflecting the language, culture, values, and lifestyles of the jcargtet
audience . . . Covernment agencies will often translate materials in
order to save money and the result is, almost inevit..ably, a useless
one. People simply cannot relate what they are being ta:.glght (to
their lives}, and the educational message falls on deaf ears.

Gugterres-Gomez and Vergelin call for a move towards _p:roducer/a:u‘dlencgL
identification i the production of educational AIDS media. Appropriate {1‘11.
useful education demands a specificity of \‘foice and address:'an exg w;Itl
acknowledgment of what unifies, and identiflels, maker and au.Ldlence.d rc;Od
early in its represemational history, this conneciion between zam.chencvj an pI
ducer has oceured in the “artist’s response” to AIDS as well, according to Jjan

Zita Groves:

AIDS activist groups and service organizations oW spen.d as much
¢ime defining and addressing questions about audlence—f1.f:., appro-
priate language, idion, graphic style, literacy level and 61?culat10n
for different “markets” of AIDS information—as any art director or
account rep at DD or Chiat-Day. Many young artists have had their
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first introduction to their own marginality as speakers and audiences
(e.g., as gay men, as lesbians, as sex workers, as artists) while work-
ing on these projects. They have also learned the salutary lesson that
it is difficult to speak effectively for or to people unlike themselves.'

The educational work of the alternative AIDS media in this way is forced
to contradict the legacy of ethnographic film, whexe the “other” is represented
by an outsider. With the democraticization of camcorder technology, the cul-
turally disenfranchised who are most typically the victims of the curious gaze
and eameras of outsiders can for the first time afford to represent themselves
using video. The cameorder offers a practical response to the theoretical dead
ends of ethnography and multiculturalism. Ethnography is most typically an
unreciprocated will to know some disempowered “other,” while multicultural-
ism, according to independent media producer Ada Gay Griffin, often belies
“the diversity of the self-determined points of view of the disempowered.”™®
With a camcorder, marginal communities are able to represent themselves
cheaply and easily. This allows for the most pressing issues of our era to be
documented by people from within affected communities for spectators who
share all kinds of self-identified difference with the makers. Such projects
emphasize the “self-determination of the disempowered,” documenting the
experiences and needs of the disenfranchised because they want them to e
imaged. While such forms of “indigenous media” will never be viewed by a
mass andience—and while it would be beneficial if they could-—this is not why
the work is made, and it is not why the work is powerful. Rather than making
the kinds of concessions typically made by broadeast TV so as to speak to the
many, alternative AIDS video is founded upon the power of intimate, deliber-
ate, supportive commurication between allies.

CONCLUSION

An intense relationship between subject, maker, and andience has contributed
to the art work of other political causes. In the 1940s, feminists were making
documentaries about which, Barbara Halpern Martineau has argued, “the
relationship of commitment between filmmaker and subject, and between
these two and the audience, provides a little-discussed dimension to the issues
of how women are ‘represented’ in (feminist) documentaries.”™! It does not
surprise me that the comfortable and explicit relationship between filmmalker,
subject, and audience is also invoked by AIDS-activist videomaker Gregg Bor-
dowitz as he tries to give words to the new cultural production by gays and les-
bians, especially their AIDS activist video:
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A queer structure of feeling can be described as an articulation of
presence forged through resistance to heterosexist society. Cultural
work can be considered within a queer structure of feeling if self-
identified queers produce the work, if these producers identify the
work as queer, if queers claim the work has significance to queers, if
the work is censored or criticized for being queer. A particular work
is queer if it is viewed as queer, either by queers or bigots.?

I feel something akin to a “queer structure of feeling” when I see and
write about AIDS activist video, by, for, and about women. An “insider” to the
AIDS movement, as well as the AIDS activist video movement, | see myself
and my needs——so ravely represented in popular culture-~in video recordings
of other women’s faces, their words of anger and bodily gestures of defiance, in
the intense and fast-paced editing which tells their stories, and in the grainy
footage which identifies a camera that needs to record what is in front of it, no
matter what. What 1 see when 1 view these videos, as a woman who has been
meved ro act because of the tragedies of AIDS, are communities of women
both similar and different from myself who have also been moved to act. I see

lesbians making love in Current Flow, women protesting in the street in Like ¢

Prayer, Jauice and her family in Homen and Children Last, the women in the
audience participating in the workshop in The Embrace. 1 see myself in them:
in their strength, and purpose, and politics; in the common struggles we have
shared as women. T do not see myself in them: in our differences of language,
needs, ethnicity. Yet. [ see that I have a community around me, even if these
women will never know me, nor [ them. Through these video representations
and video communities, T find power to gao on as I learn what has been done,
what still needs to be done, and as I learn that 1 am not alone.
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