Working Films Profile

By Kathie deNobriga
Arts & Democracy Project
Center for Civic Participation

In my work as a curator, I was excited that 200 people could sit in a dark room,
see a film, be moved, and ask, ‘what can we do?’ I began to think about how to
be more deliberate in getting the right people in the room. And I realized we
needed good answers to that question about “what to do”, and that many of the
best answers were going to be local answers. So then, Judith Helfand and [
began to think about an organization that could deliberately connect the non-
fiction stories of struggles with ground-level activists and organizers.

— Robeat West

Anyonewho has ever sat in atheater seat, heart pounding during a horror movie or teary-
eyed over atragic love story, knows the power of film to enthrall usand stir our
emotions But as Robat West and Judith Helfand have discovered, film can do much
more. As co-foundes of Working Films, they hdp filmmakers, organizers, and educators
harness thevisceral power of the movingimageto bolster coordinated community
education efforts, consumer organizing campaigns, activist movements, and classroom
projects on issues of social and economic justice.

Neither a produdion company nor a distributor, Working Films ingead serves as
an innovaive and active resource for theworld of indgpendent film, providing strategic
advice and conaultation that hdpsdoaumentary filmmakers and communities connect
with each other. As the Working Films website explains, the nonprofit organization
“brings the persuasive, provocative and personal narratives in independent documentary
films and video — vividly illustrating the struggles and triumphs of our lives — to long-
term community organizing and activism.”

West, a former film and video specialist at the Mint Museum of Art in Charlotte,
N.C., met Peabody Award-winning filmmaker Helfand in 1994, when she came to town
to screen her documentary, The Uprising of ’34. The film, which she co-produced and
directed with veteran documentarian George Stoney, deals with Depression-era attempts
to unionize the southern textile industry. At a strategy meeting sponsored by activists
interested in the film and the issues it raised, someone asked what the afterlife might be
for a work of this kind. Five years later, West and Helfand formed a partnership that
answers that question.

One seminal moment in the creation of Working Films was an audience
discussion following a showing at the Mint Museum of Debra Chasnoff’s I¢’s
Elementary, ahighly regarded doaumentary that shows how responsble adults can



handle children®@ questionsaboutsexudity and homosexudity. West@ curatorial
decision to show thefilm was part of the museum@ ongoing practice of offering
doaumentary film as part of acontemporary art series, connecting those films with sodal
and political issues.

West had invited the char of thelocal school boad, aswell asthefounde of the
youth gay and lesbian suppot group to be part of a pog-screening dialogue The
discussion became gdavanized when oneteacher in the audience spokeof his persond
anguish at bang prohibited to talk to youth who had questionsaboutsexudity because he
knew firsthand the human cog of such denial. This teacher@ couragein speaking ott,
abouthis anguish and his own story, moved the school boad chair to grant thelocal gay
youth leader alongrequested meeting. In time, the school boad@ policy of Of they ask,
don®tell Owas reversed.

As West says, (People saw that the film wasn®just aboutwha was hgppening in
California, it was aboutwha was happening iere in North Carolina But wha occurred
in our screening roomwas way too accidental N 1 just hgppened to know the school
boad char aswell asthegay leader. | began to think abouthowto bemore ddiberatein
getting theright people in theroomto see afilm. | realized we needed goodanswersto
tha audience question vhat can we doand that many of the best answers were going
to belocal answers. So then | began to think aboutan organization tha could
ddiberately connect the nonHiction stories of struggles with groundlevel activists and
organizers.O

At thetime, West was already working with Helfand. After The Uprising of ‘34
was broadcast nationdly in 1995(and voted oneof the year® 10 best documentaries by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences), Helfand became very interested in
learning how thefilm could be used in labor organizing and outreach. Shefoundtha
collaborating with activists, eductors, and organizersin the course of creating her work
influenced her filmsin exciting and unexpected ways. Asaresult of ther individud
expeiences, West and Helfand began to explore the idea of creating an organization tha
would serve both filmmakers and activists, and Working Films was bom.

Qudith and | felt that the power of the doaumentary was notbeing fully
exploited, and tha we wanted to maximize the potential, OWest says. (Documentaries
can create collective epiphanies, shaking people® perceptionsand assumptionslike
nothing ese.0

Working Films holdsin ddicate baance the needs of filmmakers to have ther
work seen by thewidest possible audience and activistsOneedsto have their stories of
struggle told well, to strategic audiences. Working FilmsOmethodobgy is to embed good
nonfiction stories in long-standing work for change on the groundlevel, Qo give the
street goodstories,Oso tha nether effort isisolated. (West uses theterm non-fiction,
because new technologies are pushing the boundaies of thetraditiond documentary
film.) Working Films does not seek to turn filmmakersinto activists per se, butto



suppot them in their god of bengthebest filmmakers possible, of being compdling
storytellers.

Theapproach of WF isto ask the questions Qvhat issues does this film raise?0
and (how do we link to groundel efforts aready in place so we can ensure we make a
difference?0Amongthe many services tha Working Films provides, oneis ahaf-hou
conaultation N freeto al filmmakers and activists N to explore questionsaboutafilm@
outreach, community engagement and organizing. Beyondthis oneon-oneassistance,
Working Films maintainsawebsgte tha connects a portfolio of films (aboutcivil rights,
environmental jugice, crimind judice, human rights, disability rights and econonic
judice) with eductiond resources. webgtes, books, organizations and classroom study
guides.

A deeper level of WF methodobgy is theoneday or two-day Gpublic engagement
summit meeting,Owhich is ingigated by aparticular film or a particular issue West,
Helfand, and the WF staff carefully choos adozen activist groupsthat could make a
difference on whatever issuesthefilm raises. WF conduds research and thinks carefully
aboutwhomto invite to thetable. If thefilm will be broadcast naiondly, then an
organization with anaiond presence will beneeded. If it@ alocal issug then adifferent
set of organizers may beinvited. QVe look for smaller, scrappier organizations as well
asthebig groupslike Greenpeace. Organizers and activists know the power of media ---
they knowthat areally great film is still the best way to move and motivate audiences to
action. Two hunded people sittingtogeher in adark room watching a powerful story,
and collectively being moved --- it has hugepotential, OWest says.

Once the activists and organizers have agreed to participate, the organizations
receive aDVD of thefilm, regardless of its stage of completion. They are asked to watch
thefilm with thar colleagues, and think abouthowto integrate it into their organizing
efforts. Thegod, West says, is not to (hdp us get out theword aboutthis film,Obutto
determine Ghow can this film suppot thework you®e already daing?0 Each organization
sendsa draft workplan, which is then shared with the others at thetable N threeto five
yearsOworth of organizing strategies and tactics. Then participants spend the day talking
abouteach othe® 3 plans piecing together the strategic needs and determining wha®
missing and wha @ available, like web sites or fact sheets. Every groupcreates a
commitment to thefilm that is specific, explicit, and absolutely ingrained in the
individud organization@work.

Working Films then identifies and shares the resources to make the screenings
happen. For example, if agroupagreesto hog 20 screeningsin 20 cities, with a Q& A
follow-up featuring local folk, then WF will raise money for equipment and facility
rental. West acknowledges that WFQ® resource-sharing commitment isin partial respons
to what he® seen hgppen: community groupssometimes feel bumed when asked to
patner withoutreceiving a share of the outreach dollars. WF& commitment to power-
sharingin thisway signds mutud respect and common cause.



Helfand'sand Daniel Gold@ film Biue Vinyl, aboutthe dange's of indnerating
polyvinyl chloride (PVC), provides an example of how strategy meetingswork. In
addition to reduang theuse of PVC onthefrontend and trying to shut down the
indnerators which bum used PV C, produang dioxin tha poisonsneighbohoodsand
villages worldwide, strategists identified yet another path. They foundonelingeie
manufacturer already usngnonPVC for 50 percent of its packaging; getting this
company to go 100percent PV C-free became thetarget of acoordinated plan with a
webste/e-mail launch and podcardsto the company®@ CEO from Blue Vinyl® audiences
at Sundance. It worked. Qe were successful because we were in a deep strategic
patnership. Blue Vinyl premiered in 2002 butactivists and organizers are still usngiit.
A film doesn@®agein the activist world like it doesin thefilm world, where we tend to
look for the newest releases, the next best thing. A filmmaker work has more currency,
for longe, when it® used by activists to suppot their work Btheir time-frame is much
longe than ours,O West says.

For Blue Vinyl, Working Films created My House is Y our House, an organizing
and education campagn that worksin close partnership with the Coming Clean
Collaboration, Hedthcare WithoutHarm, and theHealthy Building Network. All across
the county, hundeds of screenings from hous pattiesto largepublic gaherings have
been co-hoged by local environmental organizationsandtied to alocal PV C life-cycleO
story. In addition to affecting pesond consumer choices, Working Films and ther
patners seek ingitutiond trandormation, and have begunto achieve it. Kaiser-
Permanente eliminated vinyl in their congrudion and procurement standards  Seattle®
Parks and Recreation Department cancelled a maor order of PVC pipe Architects,
builders and develope's, induding the US Green Building Ingitute, are target audiences,
aswell asthefaith-based community in partnership with Habitat for Humanity. Working
Films awarded small grantsto a score of Habitat affiliates for ther ideas abouthow to
build a PVC-free hous. WF has aso created a 17-minute epilog, Let the Consumer
Revolution Begin!, doaumenting theimpact of Blue Vinyl ontheeliminaion of PVCs,

Activists hdp filmmakers learn how they can join thefightin away tha®
strategic and tha has measurable outcomes. Filmmakers also need to knowthat it@ all
right N and sometimes necessary N to release a five-minute clip to the pubic, and not
wait ayear untl thefilmis completed. West saystha pat of Working Film@ agendais
Qo raise the expectationsof the sodal justice doaumentary filmmakersN ther
expectationsshould be more than getting an audience. Ther expectationscan and should
indudeconaete, specific winstied to theissue If pat of yourgod isto strive for wins
ontheissueBtheimpact of yourfilm will belasting and incredibly gratifying.O

With the advent of new technologies, thedistribution of film and video has taken
guantum leaps Use of video-blogs podasts and cell phones will have a profound
impact on who sees these important films. QAll this takes film beyondtheelite groundof
the PBS broadcast, the art house, thefilm festivals,OWest says. Non-traditiond release
strategies could have a powerful effect on civic participation, because it will widen the
audience for these films. If an educated populbce is fundanental for a healthy



democracy, then new electronic distributon methods could contribute to a new body of
informed and motivated citizens

Wha® needed to make the next step? West thinkstha oneof theproblemsis
that Qvede had 50 years of doaumentary filmmaking, butno clear ability to point back,
and see how theissues have been impacted.O Documentary filmmaking has moved away
fromits early journdistic style, which was suppodly objective and agendafree; as
West says, ONow it@ time to learn what has actudly happened as aresult of our
doaumentaries tha do hold an agendafor changeO Working Films evaluaes their
screenings tracks how films have been used in selected campagns and looksfor long-
term impact, with theundestanding that changetakestime. West pointsto themodd of
It’s Elementary; filmmaker Chasnoff is completing another film in which shelooksback
ontheorigind documentary® impact over time. West would like to see more field-wide
commitment to monitoring strategies, based on an undestanding that a one-night
epiphany isonly thefirst step.

West and Helfand bdieve that being able to demongrate theimpact of afilm will
lead to amuch stronge field, particularly since filmmaking is so dependent upon
founddion funding. Founddionslike clear successes, and West thinkstha beng ableto
point to thoge successes will increase thelikelihoodof funding. (But it@& notjus about
serving the film@ produdion needs, it@ aboutshowing the key connectionsto strategic
alliesontheground in thestreets, al working with mediain new and unimaginable
ways.O
Qe need to know aboutthewins big and small --- notisolated in some foundaion
annud report, and outside the narrow silo of oneparticular issueor another. 1@ liketo
see founddionsget thar grantees togeher, find out whos storytelling style fits with
whos issues.O Working Films has already worked with some founddions providing
technical assistance to ther grantees, hdping them to develop strategic connestionsto
tho=e activists tha may also funded by thefounddion.

Meanwhile, back at home, Working Filmsis part of thelocal activist scenein
Wilmington North Carolina its headquatersin an historic firehous is opento
community groups and several meet there regularly: the Cape Fear Green Building
Alliance, the Southeastern Alliance for Community Change Wilmington Peace Meet-up
and Full Belly. Creatingacommon groundfor sodal changeactivism is Working Film@
approach, in spaces both virtud andreal.

West bdieves that media can convince people tha changeredly is possible, that
hopeis alive: in atime of cynicism, skepticism and oppressive political structures, that is
afundanentally optmistic and revolutionay thought

Kathie deNobriga has been a director, performer and producer of theater in Tennessee,
North Carolina and Georgia. A founding member of Alternate ROOTS, deNobriga is
now an independent arts consultant and on the City Council of Pine Lake, Georgia.






