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The Soap Box

by Sarah Fontaine, NCH Intern, reproduced
from NCH News (Aug. 2007), National
Coalition for the Homeless
www.nationalhomeless.org

 Beginning in 2001 and continuing through August
of 2006, a series of seven videos depicting homeless
individuals being coerced into doing inhumane and
degrading acts were produced and sold by four young
men.  Ryan McPherson, Zachary Bubeck, Daniel J.
Tanner, and Michael Slyman continue to refuse to admit
there is anything wrong with their DVD series, Bum
Fights, which demonstrates a blatant disregard for the
rights and common humanity of homeless people.

 For those of you who have never viewed these
DVDs, they can be described as revolting and barbarous.
In some of the more graphic scenes, one can see a
homeless man drinking urine he has been told is beer, a
homeless man tearing his own tooth out with pliers, a
homeless man breaking another homeless man’s ankle,
and two homeless people having sex against a dumpster.

 These DVDs have been strongly linked to the recent
surge in beatings and even killings of homeless people
in the United States and in Canada. The DVD collection
is banned in many European countries, including the
United Kingdom.

 What is perhaps the most appalling aspect of the
situation is the fact that major U.S. retailers, including
Tower Records, Borders  Books, Best Buy,
Amazon.com, Trans World Entertainment (through
wherehouse.com), Virgin Mega stores, Yahoo Shopping
and  Circuit City continue to sell the DVD collections.
In the past, when pressured by NCH and our supporters,
some companies, like Amazon.com, Borders, and Best
Buy, have ceased selling the collection, only to resume
the sales a few months later. After  NCH’s most recent
campaign, Circuit City and Amazon.com have removed
the DVDs from their websites.

 Why does our society so disdain the homeless
population that we allow their exploitation to be
specifically marketed to our youth?  If this were any
other group of people being targeted and
misrepresented, be it
black, white, Latino,
Asian, women, men,
young people, or gay
people, these DVDs
would not be sold and
their creators would be in
jail.  Can you imagine a
DVD series entitled “Fag
Fights” depicting drunk
homosexuals fighting,
drinking, doing drugs, and
being victimized and
targeted because of their
sexual orientation?  Such
discrimination and
exploitation would be
considered illegal.  Every
man or woman who
considered themselves an
advocate for gay rights or
at all concerned about
equality would be up in
arms about the DVDs, and
rightfully so.

 And so we arrive back
at the same question, why
is there so little public
outcry over the homeless
exploitation manufactured
by the Bum Fights DVDs?
I have heard people cite
reasons such as free
speech; to that I would ask
where do free speech and

moral  regard collide?  Other companies place the onus
on the consumer, reminding customers that simply
because the retailers choose to carry the DVD collection
does not force customers to buy it.  They also note that
there are many other DVDs and books other customers
find objectionable, and they cannot make everyone
happy.

 We, the consumers and advocates, must not be afraid
to ask why these corporations choose to support films
in which homeless men and women are harmed and
exploited.  We must remind the CEOs that through the
sale of these DVDs, their companies are sending the
message that they support the degradation of the
homeless population.

I would ask you, our loyal reader and supporter, to
consider or reconsider your stance on the Bum Fights
issue.  Below, we have listed the companies that
continue to sell these DVDs, along with the names and
addresses of their CEOs.  We have succeeded in
stopping the sales before.  Unless these companies know
that people are concerned about their retail policies,
they will not change.  If people who care do not continue
advocating for our friends in the homeless community,
who will?
Borders Books                                    Towers Records
George Jones, CEO                       Joe D’Amico, CEO
100 Phoenix Drive                         2500 Del Monte St.
Ann Arbor, MI  48108    West Sacramento, CA  95691

Best Buy                                                      Yahoo! Inc.
Brad Anderson                                           Terry Semel
P.O. Box 9312                                      701 First Avenue
Minneapolis, MN  55440           Sunnyvale, CA  94089

Trans World Entertainment
Bob Higgans
38 Corporate Circle
Albany, NY  12203
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