Why we say it is inappropriate for Bristol City Council to host Dita von Teese’s striptease in the Museum

A joint statement issued on 28 April 2010 by the members of Bristol Fawcett in response to the planned striptease at Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery on 14th May 2010.

Our society is sexist – this is not a contestable claim, but a statement of fact borne out by all the depressing statistics about inequality in women’s and girls’ lives
.  

Bristol City Council has a responsibility to stand up against sexism and to educate people about sexism.   In fact, the law requires it to do this.  Meanwhile the one thing we’re not short of in our society is the message that women are ‘all about’ sex
.  Representations of women engaged in the business of being sexually alluring are everywhere, all around us, on magazines in every newsagent and supermarket as well as in films and on TV.  These representations can even outnumber representations of women engaging in anything other than the business of being sexually alluring.  At the same time, men are represented in ways that point us to their work.  For example, while the art world has made great strides towards gender equality and there are many women artists whose work is respected and exhibited, in the forthcoming exhibition the work of majority male artists is headlined.  This is a well-known pattern.
  Meanwhile, we are told that girls and young women, fed on a diet of celebrity reportage, are saying that when they grow up their ambition is to be a glamour model
 or a Footballer’s WAG
.

As far as we are aware, there is no rule that says if girls or women take qualifications and train for a job that is unrelated to sex, they will be unable to be sexually liberated and celebrate their sexuality.  While some women are enormously successful and become wealthy and empowered through choosing a career path in glamour modelling or striptease, the number of women for whom this will ever be true is small.  However the number of women working in the sex trade who are far from wealthy, feel far from empowered and report feeling miserable, depressed, demeaned and desperate to get out, is significant and very troubling – yet this message is not being communicated to girls and young women.  What is equally troubling is the number of women who report being treated as sex objects while trying to get on with their daily lives - or while at work, and hoping to be judged on the merits of their ability to do their work rather than on their gender or their appearance.

These are really serious issues that demand really serious attention.  These issues are trivialized when a striptease artist is booked to perform for entertainment (not to give a lecture about what she does!) in a publicly owned building that is in the stewardship of a local authority charged with tackling sexism.  Whether we like it or not, striptease has inescapable associations that invite the sexual objectification of women. 

We also want to point out that burlesque – when it is of a sexual nature, which not all burlesque is – is upheld to celebrate the notion that women should be confident and completely comfortable with their bodies, whatever their shape or size.  This can be very hard for women to do when they are constantly confronted in the media by narrow representations of what women’s bodies should look like (for example that they should be young, white-skinned, with large breasts, slim waists, etc etc).
  Many women feel that there is some kind of socially agreed ‘ideal’ body (which women in the media spotlight often work very hard on, and sometimes have surgery, to achieve) and they feel that if they don’t make the grade or match up to that ‘ideal’ in their own lives they are somehow unworthy or unsexy.
  It is important to be clear that Dita von Teese is recognised for being an extremely gifted performer, and there is no reason for there to be any ill will towards her personally, although some commentators may try to suggest otherwise.  But in offering the opportunity to celebrate her act it is unfortunately also true that the Council is reinforcing the message that her body represents a socially agreed ‘ideal’ body.  This would not be the case if there were a number of diverse performers – men and women, of all shapes and sizes - being showcased at the launch, but there are not.  

We do not think that a local authority would attempt to shrug off its responsibilities so lightly, or embrace controversy so willingly, in respect of other serious issues that impact on inequality in the city.  This has the effect of communicating some familiar – and, we would like to think, inaccurate – messages about the priority given to gender inequality and the vigour with which it is addressed.




� For example around half of women in England and Wales experience domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking in their lifetime (British Crime Survey 2008). 19% of MPs were women when parliament dissolved. Women working full-time earn on average 17% less per hour than men working full-time. For ethnic minority women, the gap is even higher at 20%. For women working part-time compared to men working full-time the gap is 36% per hour – rising to 45% in London.


� While sexualised images have featured in advertising and communications since mass media first emerged, according to a Home Office study published in 2010, there is an 'unprecedented rise in the volume and extent to which these images impinge on everyday life (Home Office 2010). Daily sexualised messages in the media and the Internet create conducive contexts for violence, reinforce gender inequalities and undermine information campaigns about healthy sexual relationships (Home Office VAWG Consultation, 2009). Mainstream media are pushing a set of norms that undermine women's control over their own sexuality whilst purporting to represent a liberalisation of sex and women's sexual expression. Such representations serve to value females primarily for their ‘sex appeal’ rather than creative or intellectual abilities, and in doing so reinforce gender inequality. There is a clear link between the consumption of sexualised images and the acceptance of aggressive attitudes and behaviours as the norm (Home Office, 2010).


� Since it has been pointed out in the public domain that the headline promotional material for the exhibition failed to mention women artists, new material has been issued to replace the original material, and the new material now mentions women artists.


� (EVAW, 2008)


� Women in Journalism (2007)


� “The eating disorder charity BEAT estimates that 1.6 million people in the UK have an eating disorder. The vast majority of these – some 1.4 million – are female.  And now we’re starting to see what happens when you tweak the message – young women need to be not only thin, but also sexually desirable.   As anorexia increases so now does the number of young women having breast implants at an increasingly younger age.” (Home Office, 2010)


� “Exposure to the sexualised female ideal is linked with lower self-esteem, negative moods and depression in young women and girls.  Adolescent girls exposed to adverts featuring idealised women have significantly higher State Depression scores; and frequent exposure to films, TV and music videos featuring idealised images is linked to lower self-esteem (particularly among Black and Latino young people), stress, guilt, shame and insecurity.” (Home Office, 2010)  





