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So much more than just "trafficked women"
   

New York, 3 Jul (IPS/Portia Crowe) -- Mimi Chakarova had one simple objective in filming 'The Price of Sex,' her award-winning documentary about sex trafficking in Eastern Europe: "I'm trying to reach millions of people," she told IPS. "It's kind of a big goal to have."

 

The film, which documents the trafficking of young girls to countries like Turkey, Greece, and Dubai, aired alongside 19 others at the Human Rights Watch film festival in New York, which wrapped up late this week.

 

Chakarova is a photojournalist by training and has followed the issue for nearly a decade. "It was more of a personal reaction to what was being covered in the press at the time," she said in an interview with IPS.

 

Having moved to the United States at a young age from Bulgaria, she was deeply moved by the stories, but found the coverage to be insufficient. Most journalists were men, posing as clients, who spent an hour with the women, photographing them in lingerie, covered in make-up, and high on drugs or alcohol.

 

"Those were the images of Eastern European women sold into sex. It was very much problematic because [they] are so much more than that," Chakarova said. "You have to understand how it happened in the first place."

 

She decided to "do things differently", and through her photography, intends to deconstruct stereotypes and desexualise Eastern European women. "They're regular girls," she said. "You see where they come from, you see what their mothers look like, you see what their kids look like, and you see what, most importantly, they look like."

 

In Chakarova's work, the girls "are not in the shadow. Their faces are not anonymous," she said.

 

Tanaz Eshaghian, an Iranian-American filmmaker, also aims to tap into the power of telling individual stories in her documentary, 'Love Crimes of Kabul'. She documents the young Afghan women of Badum Bagh jail who have been imprisoned for moral crimes - from running away from home to the intention to have premarital sex.

 

"I think that when people see this, they really have a different sense of the people over there, because now you see them as humans," Eshaghian told IPS.

 

She hopes her film will change the viewer's perception of Afghans, "so when you hear about Afghanistan, it's not just this big mush - which is what most people unconsciously just do to that place," she said. Instead, Eshaghian sought to change Western perceptions by depicting regular young women. "As you see, girls are not meek, or shy. They're giggly, cackley, kind of fun, and their spirit is not destroyed in the least," she said.

 

But the girls in Eshaghian's film are not necessarily the poster children of female liberation. They are not trying to make a statement or assert their self-determination. "There's not this awareness of empowering yourself," Eshaghian told IPS. "Each person ... has made some decision for whatever myriad of reasons, and there they are, and as a result they're transgressing societal boundaries," she said.

 

They do not perceive themselves as victims or their society as flawed. "They're just surviving," Eshaghian said, "and trying to get what they want, one way or another."

 

If these two films provide factual accounts of ordinary women and girls' lives, Mikael Wistrom and Alberto Herskovits' 'Familia' shows an ordinary family through a slightly rosier lens. 

 

"It's a love story," Herskovits told IPS. "It's a complicated love story, and like all love stories, it's not an easy story," he said.

 

The film follows a Peruvian family whose mother goes to Spain to work as a maid. It examines the broader phenomenon of global migration and its impact on the developing world by telling an individual story, and Herskovits hopes the audience will identify with the family.

 

"We have much more in common with them than we are apart from them," he said. 

 

"People usually believe that poor people, the only thing they do is run around the whole day to survive. But there's such a richness in the social interaction between them," he said, adding, "Many people can identify with that family, far away in Peru, [and] I think that is one of the main purposes of making the film." 
