international interview

Angry Women Blast
Porno Shops

In 1978-1984, feminists in
England went on the offensive to
fight violence against women. A
group calling itseif Angry Women
took direct action aga;nst the
peddlers of pormography. They at-
tacked over 25 targets--sex shops
and video shops that did a brisk
business in violent and miscgymist
propaganda--causing half a million
pounds worth of damage.

How did they organize? Why
did they resort to direct action?
Why did thay step? How do they
assess their actions?

This interview is reprinted
from Qutwrite, December 198E.

How did Angry Women firet cote to-
gether? And how did you get in-
volved with them - did you find them
or did they find you?

A group had been in existence since
1978 and had attacked a couple of
sex shops. [n 1981, I was invited
to speak with a group of women about
my politics, violence against women,
and direct action, At the time, I
didn’t know that they were fngry
Women; 1 had agreed to meet them be-
cause the ideas and issues interested
me, a5 did the idea of different
kinds of direct action. It was only
after I was approached by them a
second time that I was told that
they were fnvolved in taking direct
action against sex shops as well

as individual men who viglated
women, and [ decided to join them,

Were you completely aware of what you
were getting fmvolved in at the time?

Absolutely, [ knew [ was joining a
group to take direct action, probably
in the form of arson attacks, and that
this inevitably involved the destruc-
tion of property - a criminal activity.
It's not as if I didn't sweat about
fti But the group spent 2 Tong time
explaining what it involved, and how
it made them feel and how it would
probably make me feel., And that's
important, simply because women don't
often do that sort of thing, we're
not used to 1t and so you really need
to psyche yourself up in preparation.

What form did this preparation take?

Mainly talking, We would discuss our
feelings and responses, the fear that
we experienced, the guilt that we felt.
Talking it through helped enormously,
and we always maintained that any one
of us could withdraw at any time and
no judgments would be made, and that
if one of us felt uneasy then she
would never be forced to go ahead.

5o realiy it was about talking every-
thing through, from beginning to end,
Tistening to each other, pa:sring atten-
tion to objections, discussing risks,
Attacks like the one you caprried out
obuioualy took meticulows plamming
and ergamisation. Did you draw on
othera' esperience, or did you
experiment on a trdial and erpor basis?

It was mostly on a trial and error
basis, We did try and read whatever
we could lay cur hands on from and
about groups taking direct action,
but didn't really learn wery much
as they didn't divulge details!
Also, US groups like Preying Mantis
usad explosives, we only ever used
petrol.

As far as organising our attacks
went, we ensured that we knew what
each of our roles was going to be,
and we prepared ourselves with alibis.
Qur principal concern was that there
should be nobody on the premises that
were going to be attacked, We took
great precautions to assure ourselves
of this: we watched buildings, some-
times for as long as three months,
often weekly, sometimes daily, to est-

abuses of women, It was very pro-
vocative, certainly very provocative

to us, and we wanted to get in there.
8y this time, a lot of the videg shops
stocking porn had dispensed with Jetter
boxes for obvious reasons - those had
been our access points - and had
installed security grilles, locks,
bolts, the works, We used these massive
bolt cutters to cut our way in; it
took half an  hour, and we knew that
the place was alarmed and that we had
30 seconds to do what we had to, Just
as I was about to light a match, my
partner slipped and felll That was
frightening - 1 had to drag her out,
throw the match, and in seconds the
place just biew! You can always hear
the sound of breaking glass, that's
what goes first, and of course we

ablish patterns of the comings and goingsnever stayed yery long to hear what

to see if the curtains had moved, and
if there was anybody on the premises at
night . We were also wigilant about
policing patterns in the area. It's
surprising, but there are an awful

lot of people argund at night, even

in small towns,...!

1 knew | was joining a
group to take direct

action, probably inthe
form of arson attacks.

For the atteck itself, we would
wear very dark clothing, cover our
faces with balaclavas or hats, and
take only what we needed. Depending
on the location, we would either
travel in one or two cars (some of
which we hired or stole), and always
in pairs., Once we had finished what
we started out to do, it was home and
a hot bath to get rid of the smell
and any remmants that would point to
our activity,

Obviously we kept gur activities
to ourselves, and that was very dif-
ficult. How do you expiain to your
lover where you've been and what you've
been up to?l

What feelinge ware you confromted with
at the time of your firet asttack?

T was totally terrified. The target
was a sex shop in Skipton, it was a
freezing cold night and there were
only tws of us - the semior-mast
member of the group and novice - me!
A sort of trial run really, I remem-
ber sitting in the car for ages con-
stantty wanting to go to the toilet,
T was so terrified of getting caught,
Anyway, we did it, successfully, and
the whole place just went up! We
couldn't get in the car quick enough
to get out of there!

Did everything alwaye go off, or ehould
I say "up', without a hitch? Or did
you huave some frightening momenta?

Well, there wasa really freaky incident,

A particular shop in Leeds city centre
had bragged openly about the sadistic
pornography they stocked - they had
postars displaying the most violent

follows!

pid yowr attacks aluays follow
gimilap pattern?

Yes, except we got a bit more sophis-
ticated. We graduated from using petrol.
soaked rags and started using tubing,
funnels and tapers to gain access

when there was no letter box available
to communicate our message through.
we did one shop where the grilles were
only 2 quarter of an inch apart, and
it took a long time, but it worked,

It all sounds amateurish, and it was,
but it had the desired effect!

You had fairly congietent press
coverage for your astions. Hd

you find tha presa sufficientiy ree-
pongive?

With a few exceptions, the Yorkshire
Evening Post (YEP) published the state-
ments that we would telephone through
immediately after an attack. Sometimes
we would send typed statements,

typed on machines that we would buy
and immediately sell. The reports
themselves were fairly neutral, the
YEP would also inform ws about the
extent of the damage we had caused,
and no judgments were made, The local
alternative paper, Leeds Other Paper,
gave us sympathetic coverage, but de-
rived their stories from the YEP -

we only ever maintained direct contact
with the YEP,

Disappointingly enough, the fem-
inist press reported unevenly, Spare
Rib stopped reporting our actions and
of course we weren't in a position
to ascertain why, Llocal feminist
newsletters carried items about g,
now and then., Outwrite was the only
paper that gave us consistent and Sup=-
portive coverage and placed our actions
in 4 political context of the overall
fight against male violence, which
is what they were and which is what
we wanted recognised,

What wae pour mopt gotive period?

Kell, during 1979-85, in which period
there were about seven of us fnvelved,
although not all at the same time,

we myst have attacked more than 25
porn and video shops. Some we
attacked repeatedly, like the sex shop
in Chapeltown which local people had
complained about and which feminists

in Leeds had campaigned to have fts
Vicense revoked., Also, we didn't con-
fine ocurselves to operating in Leeds
but attacked sex shops in neighbouring
areas - Halifax, Bradford, Huddersfield,
Skipton.

Why did Angry Wemen priopitize direct
astion and not, say, ecampaigning against
viclence agginat woman?

Firstly, we were united in our belief
that pornography is a form of hatred
towards women; it abuses women and
children; it thrives on vile sterep-
types. 1 remember 55 Experiment Cam
with purticular horrors RSk SWp ©
that opened on one May Day in Leeds

had its window plastered with posters
depicting an 55 officer with a

naked woman, strung upside down, in
front of him, [ saw that film - it
was an unending catalogue of humiliations
and yiplations and was revolting,
Women had tried to get rid of it
legally by using the Indecent Displays
Act, a miserable pisce of legislation
which relies entirely on the discretion
of the constable in charge. MNothing
happened., And so we attacked it.

We have to mzke demands that per-
nitious propaganda of this mature has
to be stopped - how can we do this
politely? We thought our actions
would contribute to discussions, that
publicity we gained would influence
attitudes, that same pressure would
be put on the industry itsel¥, Of
COurse, we weren't nafve encugh to
think that we would smash pornography -
we know that it is an internationmal
multi-miltion dollar industry that
thrives on the support of big business,
the law makers, the law enforcers,,,
But we felt that gur actions were a
way of doing something to those men
who frequented sex shops every day,
who watched wiolent porn films every
night, simply because we had choked
off their supplies, temporary though
it was. Angry Women ensured that the
porn brokers Enew that not all women
are passive, that there was strong
opposition to them.

Secondly, campaigning against

wviolence against women was mot a lesser

activity - Leeds WAVAW (Women Against
Violence Against Women) were strong

at the time, and we nesded them and
their campaigns to provide the political
contéxt in which we operated, So

they were crucial to cwr existence.

How did you eslest your targata?

We made it our business to know who
the pornographers are, and that was
£asy because pornographers like to
brag about their activity and you
could read about them fn the Mews of
the World, We knew who owned
their retall outlets, and o on,
and we had done extensive surveys
of Leeds and surrounding areas to map
the Tocations of sex shops and video
shops selling porn.

The targets themseives - pre-1982
there were only the sex shops and they
could be attacked easily encugh, Post-
1982 we had the beginnings of video
shops - these sold what then were re-
ferred to as video nasties, child porn,

montimued on nezt page
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sm stuff, and mostly over the counter
and wisible to the punters. The
vwideo porn industry really took

off, and although by 1982 sex shops
needed 1{censes to do business, wideo
shops provided lucrative outlets to
pornographers, and many of them

also offered a mail order service,
not just in porn, but really horrific
violent films that showed rape, murder
mutilation of women.

The mail-order business is par-
ticularly dangerous - its sheer volume
and potential There are also less
controls that can exercised to curb
it - not that I believe that existing
legislation, e.g. the Dbscene Publica-
tigns Act, are of much use, am con=
vinced that mgre business is being
done through mail order than through
the shops, but there has been no re-
search, and therefore no way of
proving that.

Anyway; our targets were gquite
clearly defined: there were the sex
shops like the Priv

ate Shng chain owned 45 man?
by David Sullivan (who incidentally

offered 1000 Pounds for knowledge
of our identities) and those videso
shops that brazenly sold porn and
violence over the counter,

We always made it our business
to know what was on offer at the shops
That was very important. We spent
hours in the shops and pouring over
the mail order catalogues,

In recent years 1 haven't checked
out what's in the shops in the way
we wsed to. But ] know that porn has

increased, that thresholds have changed

and what was once totally outrageous
is today guite commonpiace. Even in
the period that we were active, there
was a marked increase in child porn,
racist porn, sadomasochism, bestial-
ity.

Waa any target ever doubted?

No.

implicitly.

onp have a noticeahle

Temporarily, yes. But many of them
came back, and continued to deal,
However, [ think two shops did

close down completely following our
intervention! They did all take
greater security precautions, though.

Whan
wera

ou did a job successfully, what
cur tmmediate feelinga?

Jubilation! Absolute jubilation!

We would do the job and then be

off, often without knowing the extent
of the damage we caused.
to estimate the extent of the damane
we did, in a sense a useless activity,
but still...and we calculated that

it was about half a million pounds’
worth, That's quite a bit of porn

up in smokel

What kind of support you get from
the vomen's movement, and from cutside
it?

Although we did get support, there
were objections too. The main one
being that by our actions wWe were en-
dangering the feminist community in
Leeds because of police surveillance,
interrogation, raids,..all of which
happened, After we had attacked twin
ser shops , the police interviewed
some feminist academics, and took their
house to pieces. What killed us was

We once tried

that they thought it was academics
that had done 1t) It was apparent
that they hadn't a clue as to who we
were, 5till, the academics responded
very supportively, they wrote about
it, they made public the fact that
their rights had been infringed uponm,
and this in turn alerted the feminist
communfity to be prepared in case of
«2 visit from the police,

The Leeds W.L. Newsletter also
carried articles about the importance
of being aware of your rights, and
this was very important for us, as
we were fn no position to protect amy-
body ourselves, and this preparation
wias exactly what we wanted,

Other objections included the
fact that we were breaking the law,
and that we were also censoring
material.This last objection is one I
don't have much patience with = why
should Films showing the systematic
mutilation of women, murder, rape,
humiliations and so an be available

The objection that was hard-
est to deal with was that we were
endangering 11fe,,.But on the whale,
we did get support, not only from
feminists but also some leftists, and
Tiberals.

= g

‘erence and the fact
ly wanted to find
in any way?

l.[\'J E
that they
you deter you

No. We knew we were breaking the law,
in fact several laws = criminal
damage, arson, conspiracy, endangering
life - and we were well aware that

the conseguences could be ten years
in prison. But we were resolved to
continue,

n, what level
g - 2

o m:rm._-;n! feminiets
o gohigpa?

We had hoped there would be other

We trusted each others' judgements groups taking direct action, but there

weren't, There were a few spin offs,
e.q, when women in Leeds (not us) took
direct action against an exhibition

of pornographic sculptures and against
individual men, But there was nothing
concerted or consistent,

Why do you t
have g gnow=

k your getiong didn't
Ling effect?

Perhaps it's because women are trad-
itionally not used to taking that kind
of action., Or because it all seems
frightening and difficult,

#rom Louder

Ii

by Jil11 Posener

Graffiti in Australia

Did Angry Women engagae in polit I
debates about the gotiona you wers
taking?

Mo, we didn't really have any polit-
ical debates - we were clear about
what pornography was, and what it

did, and how we wanted to deal with

it. Qur discussions revolved around
strategies, tactics, the whys, wheres
and hows. If there were disagreements,
they were more about the way we did
something or planned to, rather than
whether we!should or not. AT of

us were whitegyylesbians' and, unusually,
mostly working class, As and when
other issues vPelated to our actions
did surface, we would discuss them,
e.q. the time when one of our targets
was owned by an Asfan man, which
prompted discussions on racism, the
possible treatment he would get from
police, and so on.

How were new women reorutted?

Primarily on the basis of their politicsof West Yorkshire

around violence against women, and
their views on pornography. We also
considered their general behaviour

in the community - was she responsible?
Could she be trusted? Could she keep
her mouth shut = that was most import-
ant. Politics in other spheres also
mattered, of course, But there was
no recruitment of anybody already

in an existing group, or anybody who
had a high public profile,

After 1884, we didn't hear ary Fore
about Angry Women. Why was that?

By the end of |984, we were down to
three members. Others had either

got burnt out and left, or were too
frightened to sustain the level of
activity. Out of the three of us,
one was particularly vulnerable for
other reasons, so we mutually decided
to stop. Carrying on with just two
was risky, and it was difficult to
find new recruits, Also, WAVAW had
mare or less stopped being active -
the defense trials had taken their
toll. Without the support of a cam-
paigning group constantly raising the
political issues, we would have been
a lone voice. 5o, the lTow membership,
the difficulty in recruiting and the
demise of WAVAW forced us to stop.
That was a difficult decision, simply
because we dida't want to.

In tha five years
how oloas did the
finding you?

that you were active,
police come to

Mot close at all, The Superintendent
Police once told

the press that he knew we had a lot

of support and thought that we might
be feminists! And that {5 as close

as they qot. When they picked up
Connie 0'Donovan, whose car had been
stolen and driven through the window
of a sex shop, they put immense press-
ure on her because they thought she
would lTead them to us. Which of course
she couldn't, The Millgarth police
station had a map on the wall on which
all the sites of our attacks were
marked, and despite quite a trail of
women being questioned by them, they
couldn't get their hands on this so-
called bunch of lunatics, {.e., usi

London graffiti

by Jill Posener

When Connie's case was thrown out at
pre=trial stage, it was a great
humiliation for them, [ think they
were really pissed off that they never
found us.

Today, we have a booming pormography
induetry, as esoglation of viclence
againet women, and in pecent years, the

B emergence of evidence of very wide-

apread abuse of girla within the family.
At the paome time, we have wfinessed

Y the demise of WAVAW, there ia no direct

astion againat wiolense againat woman,
and sxisting campaigns and netuorke
rignt, Wy do you think wve
Becone inactive?

o

Well, perhaps Thatcherism is one
answer...although why our resistance
should weaken in the face of increased

repression is difficult to understand,

ot
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Angry vwWomen ...

I did see a 1ot of women Burnt out
from working at fever piteh, and there
was nobody to replace them, A lot of
middle-class women have gone off inte
careers-they have had the privilege
to opt owt, But all this certainly
doesn't explain it, and it puzzles me
that younqer wosmen have not joined in.
Also, that some national networks
still exist, 1ike Women's Aid, for
example, but we don't have any
campaigns any more to raise an
awareness about the issues, ['d

like to see a national network, 1ike
WAVAN, but something that involves

4 wider spectrum of women,

Was gowr invelvement with Angry Women
the moat rewarding political astivity
you engaged tn?

Mo. It was satisfying in one way
certainly, and that was that you could
see the results instantaneously before

have a lasting effect, By the very
nature of the activity, it couldn"t.
fot wunless there is a stromg nation-
wide feminist campaign that will
campaign on every front.

The targef of pour attacks-pormography-

hag alao increaaingly become a sourpe
of plegsure to leebime whe eolaim fo
be feministe and believe that engaging
in practices like am sexr ts about

a libepation of sezuglity. What is
your pagporige?

It angers me intensely. It reminds me
of politics about gay male sexuality
and porpnography, and 1 am mortified
that lesbians are mow adopting the
same and that they are attempting to
make me feel prudish etec., much as
EE? tried to make women feel in the
L
I don't know how to tackle this-it's
male defined politics as far as I

place in Leeds, because there is
already such a climate of epinion
against violence against women,

I find it deeply ironic that today

we are not fighting about taking
action against male viclence in all
fts manifestations, but debating

the pelitical validity-if there can

be such a thing=of violent sexual
practice between leshians: And today
we have magazines like Om Our Baooks,
which I would happily take action
against, increasing their circulation.
I think there is an urgent need that
we remind ourselves about how much
men hate wus, It is easy to put it
out of your mind because it is so
horrific and there is a deadly combi-
nation of widespread ignorance of
porn as well as the refusal to
acknowledge fts violence that operates
in making us retreat into a false
self-contained safety. What we need ta

your very eyes! And yes, we did make can see, and T have no idea why it just saddens me that there is no do 15 confront this violence, and

4 dent in the porn industry im Leeds- has mushroomed. But then, I also greater resistance to it. But so far, confront ocur fears about it, and turm
they knew we could strike, and would  know the power that a small group, I think it's peculiar to London-I that fear inta anger,

strike, and we did. But it didn't or even one individual, can wield, It cannot imagine a debate on sm taking




