
WE OBJECTS OBJECT:
PORNOGRAPHY AND THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT

Eileen Manion

"A woman has a product and she should use it ."
Chuck Traynor to Linda Lovelace, quoted in Ordeal

"All struggle fordignity and self-determination is rooted inthe strugglefor actual
control over one's own body, especially control over access to one's body."

Andrea Dworkin, Pornography : Men Possessing Women

Since the mid-seventies in the United States and the late seventies here in
Canada, feminists have been discussing pornography as a problem for women, a
danger to women, not just a symptom of misogyny, but also one of its causes .
Large numbers of women report that they both fear assault triggered by
pornography, and experience pornography itself as violent assault. As Susan
Griffin put it: "Pornography is sadism . ,2 Its very existence humiliates us .

More and more forcefully women have been demanding that something be
done about pornography . Strategies differ . Feminists with civil libertarian
backgrounds advocate open discussion, demonstrations, education, consumer
boycotts . The more impatient prefer the consciousness raising of direct action,
as in the bombing of Vancouver's Red Hot Video . Others look to the state to
enforce existing obscenity laws or to frame new legislation which would
suppress pornography, not because it is sexual, but because it is hate literature
and incites violence. As Susan Brownmiller declared : "Pornography is the
undiluted essence of anti-female propaganda." 3

Though anti-pornography tactics vary, feminists generally agree that
pornography is a bad thing, that it does harm to women, and that if we have
trouble defining it ,4 we still recognize it when we see it. This is not unreasonable
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since the pornography most feminists attack does not disguise itself. However,
when we look critically at other cultural products - advertisements,
mainstream movies and television programs - they often resemble
pornography .

One problem with the feminist consciousness raising that has taken place
around pornography is that it intends to generate fear and anxiety, or to bring to
the surface fears women already experience .' In our society, every young girl's
developing sexuality is hedged with awareness of frightening possibilities :
violent assault and unplanned pregnancy. As adolescents, we learn both to fear
men and to mistrust our own amorphous desires, which may betray us. Feminist
discussions of pornography address these fears and emphasize pornography's
danger to women, epitomized in Robin Morgan's slogan : "Pornography is the
theory, and rape the practice ."6 Gloria Steinem makes the same point in her
essay, "Erotica vs . Pornography ." Following a brief discussion of the feminist
movement's having raised issues such as rape, wife battering and enforced
prostitution to public consciousness, she says : "Such instances of real
antiwomen warfare led us directly to the propaganda that teaches and
legitimizes them - pornography .

Pornography makes us nervous for a number of other complex reasons .
Beyond the fear that it incites violence, it represents an analogue ofwhat alcohol
symbolized for nineteeth century feminists at a time when most respectable
women did not drink . Not only was alcohol for them a lower class social evil
contributing to domestic violence and public corruption (associated as drinking
was with party politics), but itwas also, for more powerful men oftheir own class,
a glue, a mucilage bonding males in exclusive enclaves off-limits to "good"
women. Nineteenth century feminists imagined that if they could remove the
alcohol, these male bastions would open up and admit them . Similarly for
feminists today, pornography represents a unifying force in male power
groupings . Pornography is quintessential macho culture : one thinks of
businessmen enjoying an evening at a strip club - the "good" women who
aspire to be partners in the firm might well feel uncomfortable .

We are also uneasy about pornography for it seems to promote isolation of
men from women, the substitution of fantasy for relationship . If socialization
into macho values denies tenderness and compassion, pornography promises
sexual gratification without the necessity of those "effeminate" feelings . ,, "Real
men," we sometimes suspect, don't need women at all ,9 or they want only the
compliant, pre-packaged woman of the skin magazine . Pornography, like
advertising, appeals to a whole range of insecurities, evokes envy by suggesting
somehow, somewhere, more pleasure is available .

In addition, feminists fear that pornography not only distorts the portrayal of
female sexuality by depicting women as no more than objects-for-men, but that
it also blocks exploration of women's "true" sexuality . Just when women were
beginning to discuss what a sexuality emancipated from double standards and
procreative teleology might mean for them, pornography turned up its volume
and drowned out with a quadrophonic blast women's tentative whispers .

Violence against women exists and women must defend themselves against
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it . Our other concerns about pornography are equally serious . However,
focussing analysis of pornography on potential violence or other sources of
anxiety makes it difficult to think clearly in the ensuing tense, over-charged
atmosphere . I'm not arguing that our anxiety is unjustified . However, I do think
there's a real danger that the climate of fear we are helping to create will
strengthen repressive social forces and that some of our demands with regard to
pornograhywill backfire and result in unanticipated losses for women. Thus as a
feminist I'd like to take one step back from the feminist discussion of
pornography and look at why we began to perceive pornography as a problem,
what some of the contemporary rhetoric about pornography is saying, and how
the contemporary anti-pornography consensus'° fits into the history offeminist
causes and demands . Since I am primarily concerned about pornography in
relation to the women's movement, I will not deal with the separate though
related questions of child pornography or gay male pornography .

Once upon a time there were norms of correct masculine and feminine
behaviour. A number of factors - economic and social changes beyond the
control of any one group - have ensured that these norms remain unchallenged
in very few milieus within North America today. Feminism, needless to say, has
been directly involved in overthrowing received ideas about both male and
female propriety." Parallel with these changes, pornography, presumably to
create and sustain new markets, has extended the bounds of what can, without
incurring prosecution, be shown and described . Pornography allegedly breaks
taboos of acceptable representation, often in a context which claims to be
funny, ironic, self-referential . Pornography provokes the shocked response, the
censor in our heads who tells us the image is bad or dirty, and - therefore
pleasurable . Pornography claims to push back barriers in order to continue to
titillate. Perhaps pornography even needs censorship so that it will have norms
to violate .

However, an important element in the feminist analysis of pornography has
been the argument that pornography does not, in fact, violate norms of male
dominance and female submissiveness, but operates to sustain them . In this
view, pornography only seems to have a radical, liberatory appeal to the
unconscious . In reality, pornography gives us the same old world view we see
everywhere else : men are subjects, women are objects, not even objects to be
"known," but discrete items to be scanned, viewed, taken in, or exchanged, like
bits of information .

But then, so what? Why did feminists become concerned about pornography
if its values arejustthe same as those we see everywhere else in the culture? Why
isolate pornography for special attention?

If we're not afflicted with historical amnesia or guilty self-denial, we must
remember that in the sixties most of us assumed sexual openness and
explicitness had something to do with human liberation : we were creating a
joyous emancipatory festival which would liberate us from our fears, timidities,
hang-ups, double standards . In the present climate, when so many of us see
ourselves as the walking wounded of the sexual revolution, that view at best
seems naive, at worst a male-conspiratorial rip-off.

6 7
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Feminists often suggest that the seventies' proliferation of pornography, as
well as its increased explicitness and violence, is a male chauvinist backlash to
the women's movement . In pornography men take revenge on uppity women.
Male consumers buy into the fantasy and keep "their" women off balance by
bringing home pornography or by going out openly to view it . Religious
fundamentalists blame the women's movement more directly for augmenting
the availability and popularity of pornography . Didn't we urge women to be
"liberated," independent of men and marriage? Many North Americans can't
distinguish the idea of liberation promoted by Gloria Steinem from the ore
marketed by Helen Gurley Brown . Didn't feminists raise "new" issues related to
sexuality to public consciousness? Didn't we say that "the personal is
political"?' z For many that translates into "the private is public" - so there we
get pornography taking us at our word and making women's privates publically
visible just about everywhere we turn . How can we object to that? might the
jeremiahs ask, and how shall we respond to such a nightmarish perversion of our
message?

For feminists, there is nothing liberated, liberating, or libertarian in the
current availability of explicit sexual images catering to all specialized tastes . At
best this wide open market constitutes "repressive tolerance ;" at worst, sexist
propaganda as nefarious as Mein Kampf. On the evilness of pornography,
feminists and fundamentalists are at one . They differ, of course, on why it's so
bad .

Feminists have isolated pornography as a problem as a result of two parallel
trends within thewomen's movement . One is the focus on male violence, which I
mentioned earlier, and the other is the attempt to develop a women's perspective
that calls into question male "universal" values . Whether or not connections
between pornography and rape can be demonstrated "scientifically" in
laboratory experiments with bizarre methodologies and dubious theoretical
assumptions, women assert that the degradation ofwomen immediately visible
to them in pornography is reason enough to believe that boys and men who
regularly consume it must be corrupted . Beyond that, women question the way
pornography depicts sexuality, claiming that it's not about sex at all, but only
about dominance, or that it represents only male sexuality .

This concern with pornography can be correlated with escalating frustration
over the resistance of "the system" to grant our just and reasonable demands .
During the late sixties and early seventies, enormous amounts of investigations
were done, information was collected, analyses were made; we discovered and
demonstrated how empty was the egalitarian rhetoric of our society when it
came to men and women's real life privileges and opportunities . Then by the late
seventies, many things seemed to be getting worse instead of better . Increased
divorce rates and the jump in single parent female-headed households, we
realized, were liberating many women into poverty .' 3

However, just as nineteenth century feminists overestimated the potency
that would accrue to them with the vote, we also may at first have exaggerated
the power oflegal change . Historically feminists often conflated legal rights with
political power and assumed one devolved directly from the other. 14 Perhaps we
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also assumed, in the early days of the contemporary movement, that cogent
argument, along with tidying up ofthe law, would be enough, or almost enough,
to affect change . Our early optimism has since given way to rage, and we have
been forced to examine aspects of our culture which maintain male dominance
at the irrational level and undercut our rational demands .

This search has led some feminists like Nancy Chodorow and Dorothy
Dinnerstein 1 5 to take a closer look at mothering and use psychoanalytic theory
to explore misogyny and personal/cultural ambivalence toward women. It has
led others to pornography, which, insofar as it blatently sneers at us, tediously
insists we are nothing but cunts, bunnies, pussies, and chicks, seems like the
grandiose revenge of the (male) infantile imagination . For, adopting the vision
pornography presents of women, who would trust us with any authority if all we
really want, no matter what our pretensions, is a good lay? But then who would
trust the men we see in pornography either? Would we buy used cars from them
or elect them to political office? No matter what their pretensions, all they want
is a good lay . Suppose we as women really do look at pornography with our own
eyes and not as we imagine men look at it. This may seem like a ridiculous,
utopian wish, given the power relations ofour culture . But then who can endow
us with the legitimacy of our own perspective?

If we do look again at pornography, I think we'll see not only women's
degradation, but also human pathos and pain . Paradoxically, feminist
condemnation of pornography acccepts the brittle male fantasy - that the real-
life, unreliable penis is magical, powerful, irresistible - and overlooks the fears
and insecurities such fantasy is meant to dissolve.

I realize that I've strayed here from feminist orthodoxy and raised
provocative questions which some may regard as frivolous . Nonetheless, in
taking up pornography as a political issue, I thinkwe have not taken account of
historical parallels with various nineteenth century feminists' moral and
political concerns . For a few moments, I would like to explore some of these and
then return to contemporary feminism and pornography.

Nineteeth century feminism was not limited in scope to a unidimensional
struggle for women's suffrage, as historians would have had us believe for many
years . Women's demands forcivil rights and expanded participation in the world
outside the home were linked with a wide range of other issues, including
concerns related to sexuality . Discussions of "voluntary motherhood" raised the
possibility of women's sexual autonomy within marriage .' 6 A few utopian
communities and free love advocates went further, questioned the sanctity of
marriage and championed women's right to a sexuality free of marriage's
exclusivity . Nonetheless, most feminists foresaw a transformed institution of
marriage, purged of both male supremacy and sexual ignorance ." However, on
the darker side, women did recognize that sexuality could pose a threat, and
their fears became organized around various campaigns dealing with
prostitution, white slavery and "social purity ."

Ellen Dubois and Linda Gordon havepointed out that for nineteenth century
feminists the prostitute represented the "quintessential sexual terror,"' 8 for she
epitomized female victimization at the hands of lustful, .exploitative men .

69
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Reformers in both Britain and the United States focussed their energy both on
rescuing prostitutes from their degraded life and on opposing state regulation of
prostitution . Licensing prostitutes and coercing them into physical
examinations, reformers argued, cynically attempted to protect men from
venereal disease at the expense of the women's civil rights . Since the definition
of prostitution even at the turn of the century was notoriously vague, ' 9 and
could include non-commercial extramarital female sexual activity, the danger of
infringement on any woman's civil rights was evident . However, many feminists
also imaginatively identified with the actual prostitute and made her outrage
their own .

In Britain, Josephine Butler led the feminist wing of the anti-Contagious
Diseases Acts movement . The Contagious Diseases Acts, a series of laws passed
between 1864 and 1869, provided for the "sanitary inspection" of alleged
prostitutes near designated military depots in England and Ireland . Some
doctors and politicians wanted to see the Acts extended to the civilian
population. Similarly in nineteeth century America, feminists took part in
struggles to oppose the passage of such regulatory legislation. 2° In Canada, a
Purity Education Association existed in Toronto between 1906 and 1915, and a
National Council for the Abolition of White Slavery was founded in 1912, but
most of the activity around sexual concerns was connected with the Women's
Christian Temperance Union .21

The prostitute, however, was not only a symbol for feminists of women's
oppression ; she was also a symbol for moralists ofthe social dislocation caused
by industrialisation . When we look at the anti-Contagious Diseases Acts
campaign in Britain or the anti-regulation campaigns in the United States, we see
that moralists and feminists had concerns that both differed and overlapped .
Feminists wanted to abolish prostitution by "saving" prostitutes and
rechanneling men's sexual impulses into "acceptable" relationships . They
rejected the view that the prostitute was a "fallen woman," a perpetual outcast, a
potential polluter of men . Instead she was a victim of "male pollution . . . who
had been invaded by men's bodies, men's laws, and by that 'steel penis,' the
speculum ."22 Feminists deeply resented the sexual license men claimed for
themselves and condemned in women. Both feminists and others in the purity
movement advocated a "single standard of morality" for both men and women.
In addition, feminists could use the assumed moral superiority and "passion-
lessness" of good womento argue that they should weild political power to clean
up the corrupt public world .23 However, this strategy undermined attempts to
make positive claims for women's sexuality.

Enthusiasm for the temperance, social purity and other reform movements
which aimed at moral improvement through legislative intervention was fueled
partly by what we might see as feminist concerns, and partly by anxiety over
urbanization, commercialization, industrialisation - all the "-izations" that
threatened family and rural values with rampant, exploitative individualism .24
Very often other anxieties were displaced onto sexual issues, which are
guaranteed to provoke attention and indignation . However, as we'll see, women
did not necessarily benefit from the resulting climate and/or reforms .
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By emphasizing the Victorian notion of women's passionlessness and moral
superiority women were able to challenge male sexual prerogatives within and
outside the family and forge an argument in favor of their own political power .
However, this led feminists to sacrifice for several decades an opportunity to
define their sexuality on their own terms . (As we know, numerous "experts"
rushed in to fill the vaccuum .) Even early birth control advocates ran up against
the fear that contraception would leave women more vulnerable to male sexual
exploitation . This restricted view of women's sexuality also made it impossible
for many feminists to understand the complex reality of the prostitute herself.
Consequently they could be shocked by prostitutes who refused to behave like
proper victims and accept "rescue ." They were also highly suspicious of working
class culture and mores, and could take a repressive attitude toward sexual
activity on the part of young working girls . One might even go so far as to argue
that many ordinary women were put off by a view offemale sexuality that did not
correspond to their own experience."

Consequently, although feminists succeeded in Britain in having the
Contagious Diseases Acts repealed, and blocked in many instances the passage
of regulationist legislation in America, they ultimately did not control the
direction of the purity movements and their work ironically helped pave the way
for legislation aimed at repressing prostitution, which, though it did not
eliminate the "social evil," made the life of the prostitute herself lonelier, harder,
and riskier .

As long as prostitution had been informally tolerated, prostitutes could live
among or on the fringes of the casual laboring poor . They had a degree of
autonomy, and were not usually exploited by pimps . However, in Britain the
debate over prostitution was raised to a more impassioned level with the
publication of W.T. Stead's infamous "Maiden Tribute ofModern Babylon" series
in 1885 . Stead's documentation of the sale of "five pound virgins" to aristocratic
rakes, along with other sensationalistic accounts of "white slave" traffic, led to
the passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act (1885) which raised the age of
consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen . However, it also gave the police
increased jurisdiction over working class girls and women and enabled them to
carry out raids on lodging house brothels . The closing of brothels failed to
eliminate prostitution, but it did render prostitutes subject to arbitrary exercises
of police power and it forced them to seek protection from pimps and other
underworld men . In 1912 Sylvia Pankhurst remarked ofthe White Slavery Act : "It
is a strange thing that the latest criminal Amendment Act, which was passed
ostensibly to protect women, is being used exclusively to punish women."26 It is
also worth noting that the earlier 1885 Act prohibited "indecent acts" between
male consenting adults, allowing for the prosecution of homosexuals .

Paradoxically, the purity movement, in its efforts to establish "civilized
morality," a pre-Freudian notion of the passions under the total control of will
and reason, helped to launch an airing of topics formerly untouchable .
Ironically in its very desire to suppress passion and disruptive sexuality it
contributed to a climate in which such issues could be researched and
investigated . Nonetheless, this "openness" also meant behaviour must be more
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carefully scrutinized . As I have noted, for women, especially young working
class women, extramarital sexual activity often became not only unacceptable
and immoral, but also criminal, and more likely to result in arrest and
imprisonment. 27

Thus in the United States, nineteenth century evangelical movements to
rescue prostitutes gave way to Progressive Era social welfare efforts to "reform"
them . During the post-bellum era, former abolitionists turned their attention to
prostitution and brought to the crusade against "white slavery" all the energy
and moral enthusiasm they'd developed in the fight for black emancipation .
However, as in England, legislation passed to eliminate prostitution led to
arbitrary police raids, pressuring prostitutes into dependence on pimps .
Ironically the new reformatories instituted after theturnofthe century to punish
deviant female sexual behaviour created conditions whereby girls like Maimie
Pinzer, whose life has become known through publication ofher letters to Fanny
Quincy Howe,28 might be pushed into prostitution by the very justice/social
welfare system designed to redeem them .

The ultimate result of the alliance of feminists and other social purity
advocates was that the feminist dimension of the attack on prostitution was lost
and only the attack on the prostitute herself survived . This can be seen at its
mostvirulent after American entrance into World War 1 . The federalgovernment
was so concerned with maintaining a "pure" army that it arrested and detained
more than 15,000 suspected prostitutes . In addition, it's worth noting that the
social purity campaigns against obscenity in literature, art, and popular culture
led by Josiah Leeds and Anthony Comstock created the legislation (1873) under
which the Sangers were later prosecuted for sending women birth control
information . This legislation also made it difficult for feminists to write openly
about topics like rape and incest.

We can see that nineteenth and turn ofthe century campaigns around sexual
themes coagulated anxieties provoked by increased commercialization,
commodification, and other types of social change, and ultimately, in order to
allay fears, legitimated more government intervention, manipulation and
control . Although we must be careful about drawing historical parallels in a
facile way, one thing we can note is that public discussions of sexual issues are
extremely volatile, encourage displacement, and provoke repression as well as
permit enlightenment .

Twentieth century feminists certainly do not claim, as did so many of our
nineteenth century sisters, that women are "passionless" or "sexless" and for
that reason deserving of more power and authority . However, in the feminist
discussion of pornography we find the assumption that men's sexuality is
essentially different from women's and more pathological . In Susan Griffin's
analysis, sexuality itself is natural and good but men have corrupted it with bad
cultural constructions. 29 In Andrea Dworkin's view, pornography lies about
female sexuality, representing woman as "a lewd, dissolute brazen. thing, a
whore always soliciting," but it tells the truth about male sexuality : "That men
believe what pornography says about women . . . From the worst to the best of
them, they do."3° To take this point one step further, pornography portrays
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women and their sexuality as essentially controllable by men (bondage
pornography is the logical result) ; feminist discourse on pornography portrays
men and their sexuality as essentially controllable by pornography . This
mirroring of what is a distorted idea of our own sexuality ought to give us
pause .

Although feminist writers on pornography do not presume women are
sexless, they do imply that, left to our own devices, free of male coercive
interference, women are reasonable, self-determining beings with a sexuality
that is unproblematic, unpathological, gentle and good . 3 ' In feminist discourse
on pornography all dangerous, disruptive aspects of sexuality are projected onto
men or "male culture ." Interestingly, this projection mirrors what Susan Griffin
tells us pornography does with men's "good" feelings ; pornography projects
men's vulnerabilities onto women so that these feelings can be controlled. We
reverse the process and project our unfeminine nastiness and aggression onto
men . Insofar as such human nastiness surfaces in pornography, we'd like to
suppress it. Lorenne Clark provides a good example of this attitude when she
says : "We are not in any way opposed to the manufacture, sale, or distribution of
materials which stress the positive aspects of human sexuality ." 32 As feminists,
can we really set ourselves up as cultural commisars, deciding what is and what
is not "positive" enough about sex to be represented?

We may not precisely be passionless anymore, but some of these hidden
assumptions about our sexuality are equally distorting. They accompany a
notion of the self as an - entity distinct from the body ; for Andrea Dworkin : "All
struggle for dignity and self-determination is rooted in the struggle for actual
control over one's own body, especially control over access to one's own
body."33 But, we might askhere, arewomen embodied beings or are weowners of
bodies who make rational decisions about others' rights of way? This is not a
frivolous, hair-splitting question, if, after all, we don't like pornography because
it markets women as salable objects or male public property accessible to
anyone . If we posssess our bodies, surely we can sell them in a commodity
culture . Only if, as feminists, we develop a very different view of the self, and
argue from that, can self-sale be unthinkable .

Another point of continuity between nineteenth and twentieth century
feminists revolves around the word "protection ." One of the most important
emphases on which feminists and others in the social purity movement agreed
was the protection of the family, which seemed threatened by any wayward and/
or commercialized sexuality . Given that the nineteenth century family was
already an abstraction from the larger community, it's a measure of just how
atomized our society has become that we hear little from modern feminists
about protection of the family, though we do hear a good deal about protecting
women and children from harm resulting directly or indirectly from
pornography .

The attempt to demonstrate such harm empirically has been creating the
reputations of large numbers of behavioural psychologists these days . 34
Concern shifts from what pornography might encourage men to do to women to
what pornography encourages men to think about women and sexuality. All
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such experiments isolate pornographic images of women and then postulate an
extremely simplistic relationship between representation and actions or
attitudes . They presume, as do many feminists who base their analyses on
similar assumptions, that seeing certain kinds of images "conditions" men to
degrade and despise women. Lorenne Clark makes this point when she says :
"Pornography is a method of socialization ." 35 Such use of the word
"socialization" reduces it to the thinnest, most psychologically superficial
behaviourist model . In this view sexuality - or more specifically male sexuality
- is lifted entirely out of the fabric of family or other deep emotional
relationships and is viewed as infinitely malleable . Ironically, this thin,
contigent view of human relationships is just the portrait we get in pornography
itself.

	

'
In addition, experiments dealing with pornography assume that porno-

graphic images and narratives affect viewers/readers in a way that is entirely
different from other types of narratives and images so that audiences will treat
pornography much more like "information" than they will other types of popular
culture, thatthey will bracket it in an entirely different way from say, westerns or
science fiction . 36 Pornography in this view becomes a kind of "how to" manual :
"It is a vivid depiction of how to deploy male sexuality in just the way that will
achieve maximum effect in maintaining the status quo ."37

Perhaps the underlying concern here is the fear of a kind of epidemic
degeneration of interpretive skills . We live in a world which demands an ability
to scan material for facts and arguments, which encourages the diffusion of
attention or concentration, which relegates "interpretation," formerly at the
cultural centre, at least in religion, to the relative periphery of literary criticism
and psychoanalysis . Have most people's interpretive skills degenerated to such
a degree that they can no longer distinguish, at the most basic level, literal from
symbolic meaning? Or is this a peculiarly male foible in the realm of
pornography?

If we ask that question, however, we might also ask ourselves how
sophisticated feminist critiques of pornography have been? Is there room for
improving our own interpretations? Does this matter if whatwe are engaged in is
a struggle for power?

One thing that disturbs me about the feminist discussion of pornography is
the way all pornography is lumped together and flattened out . Would we make
the blanket statements we make about pornography if we were discussing any
other popular genre? Some feminists do distinguish between violent and non-
violent pornography, arguing that only the latter is dangerous, but more
commonly we see the contention .that all pornography is objectifying,
degrading, and therefore violent . If a young man begins by subscribing to
Playboy, he will end with a craving for snuff movies, much the way we were
warned about the danger of marijuana's leading us inevitably to heroin
addiction .

Certainly the portrayal of women in pornography is, by and large, insulting,
irritating and worthy of critique . However, when we invoke more "protection"
from the state, we must be careful how we do it. I think that the very word



WE OBJECTS OBJECT

"protection," given what it implies for women, should make us hesitate, for the
historical record of "protective" legislation - whether in the realm of morals or
the labour market - is certainly an ambiguous one . When we demand
government protection from pornography, given the arbitrary, paternalistic,
authoritarian modes such legislation and its enforcement always take, aren't we
asking for more of what we don't like in other areas? Insisting on our need to be
protected, we hold onto the role of victim or potential victim, the very position
from which our efforts as feminists are designed to extricate US . 31, Our status as
victims of male violence may seem to give us a kind of moral authority . And the
detachment we claim from male sexual pathology may give us an argument for
appropriating more power . But historically in the gender battles we have seen
how limiting and undermining these tactics were, as well as how they often
backfired in their ultimate effects . I think today we should jettison them in our
current struggles .

Of course women do suffer real life acts of violence everyday . This is a fact
which being fastidious about words like "protection" will not make go away .
Certainly a good deal of our anger about pornography results from our fear that
we may be victimized either by the man whose free-floating psychotic misogyny
has been setoff by pornography, or bythe more ordinary male who sees rape as a
minor peccadillo, for if sex is a commodity, isn't rape just petty theft?

Since our culture constitutes itself to such an extreme degree from images
and spectacle, it's inevitable that political struggle will revolve around just such
issues . For the image of woman as moronic sex object, we would like to
substitute the image ofwoman as complex person, active subject - someone to
be reckoned with and regarded seriously . It's quite obvious that in this struggle
over images we can't stop with pornography ; we also have the whole domain of
advertising to contend with, not to mention a staggering proportion of our
television, movies and books . After all, one could argue that many mainstream
movies are more dangerous than pornographic ones . Insofar as they are better
made, with more talented direction and acting, more sophisticated narration and
filming, they ought to be more powerful, more compelling than the low budget
drivel regularly turned out by the skinflick trade .

This is not to say that just because humiliating images pervade our culture
we ought to forget about pornography as an issue, but we should be careful not
to legitimize other sexist images by focussing exclusively on pornography . I
don't think we can solve our "image problem" with better definitions of
obscenity, inclusion of an acceptable definition of pornography in the criminal
code, or more censorship . Instead of demanding more restrictions from the
state, we should demand more resources - for women artists, filmmakers,
publishers . "Better" censorship will not benefit women, but it will certainly
benefit police forces and prosecutors who will see their already fat budgets
swell.

A new approach to legislation on pornography has been proposed in
Minneapolis by Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin . Their ordinance
would permit civil litigation against pornographers by women who claimed that
harm had occurred to them : that they had been coerced into making
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pornography ; that they had been forced to view it ; or that they had been
assaulted due to pornography . MacKinnon's purpose is to transfer the debate
out of its current legislative cul de sac and raise in the courts the issue that
pornography violates women's civil rights .

This approach has some attractive features, since it does shift emphasis from
the idea that sexual explicitness per se is offensive to the notion that certain
kinds of sexual representation are harmful because they promote inequality .
Nonetheless, I still wonder whether we can or want to legislate only a certain
kind of sexual representation - i.e ., sex under conditions of mutuality,
reciprocity, equality . Do we really want to say that our civil rights include the
right to see only certain kinds of images?

Sexuality has shouldered an enormous weight of expectations in our
culture,39 expectations that sexual "fulfillment" will compensate for the sensual
impoverishment of urban life, the emotional impoverishment of a culture that
promotes thin sociability at the expense of long-term deep connection, the
spiritual impoverishment resulting from the abstract quality of most work.4°
Pornography capitalizes on these expectations, inducing us to believe that
sexual "fulfillment" is available but elusive, just like the gratification of a Salem,
a Budweiser - it's there for sure, in the next, always the next act of
consumption .

As women, we are more aware of the fraud here ; we not only receive the
illusory promise of fulfillment, we are the promise . The terrible irony of female
sexuality is that women are expected to embody a oneness with the body, a
physical self-confidence associated with ideal motherhood - this they are
supposed to give to men . However, it's rare for women to develop a true
confidence in their own desire and desirability since female sexual development
is so permeated with fear, and everybody's identity is constantly undermined in
this culture of envy .

Pornography confronts us not only with male power, but also with male
resentment, resentment at what has seemingly been promised and then
withheld . We, on the other hand, should know that this sensual pleasure
does not belong to us, is not ours to give or deny for it is not a thing, not
a product, but, where it exists, is activity, process, feeling, relationship . In
sexuality we would like to preserve some privileged area, some space free from
the commodification of so much of the rest of our lives. When sexuality seems
like the last vestige of our romantic individuality, pornography insists that here
too there's nothing but a kind of Eaton's catalogue of images - a restricted code
reducing all "self-expression" to grotesque banality .

This paper is meant to be provocative . It may seem like a betrayal of the
forces of good, an over-intellectualized sell-out to the pornocrats . However, I'm
writing it because as a feminist I'm concerned about our directions, demands
and alliances . We should keep in mind when forming political alliances on this
issue that, no matter what we say, most people will become indignant about
pornography, not because they see it as misogynistic, but because they see it as
sexual, and for that reason it raises all kinds of anxieties about "proper" gender
relations we call into question in other contexts .
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As we saw with the first wave offeminism, sexual issues focussed all kinds of
other fears . Today we have even more to be afraid of - acid rain, nuclear
reactors, chemical wastes - to name but a few at random . To even the most
optimistic, our world seems quite out of control . A re-ordering of gender
relations, along with suppression of sexual explicitness, can take on powerful
attraction . We see this in American right-wing anti-feminism.

A number of other things disturb me about feminist discourse on
pornography . Often we catch an echo of the nineteenth century temperance
movement's assumption that eliminating drink would abolish wife beating in
modern feminists' notion that suppressing pornography would reduce rape and
other forms of actual male violence . In addition, a contempt for "freedom of
expression" creeps into many feminists' writings . "Civil libertarian" is becoming
an insult, not yet quite equivalent to "fascist ." Although we may be disillusioned
with liberal political philosophy and agreethat "freedom of expression" is at best
an abstraction and at worst a cynical defense when we're talking about a multi-
million dollar industry like pornography, it still seems to me dangerous to
encourage government to get more involved in the business of defining what we
are allowed to see or read . If we concern ourselves with pornography as an
industry rather than as a purveyor of bad ideas, we might think in terms different
from censorship : e .g ., unionizing workers in the industry, preventing
monopolies, investigating distribution networks, taxing profits more rigorously .
We should never lose sight of the fact that the pornography industry could not
exist without its women workers . Women who write about pornography must not
identify with these women solely at an abstract level, as did many nineteenth
century feminists with prostitutes . We know what kinds of pressures drive
women into the sex trades ; we know how exploited the women who work in the
strip clubs, sex acts, and skin flicks are . In making demands on the state, we
should be very wary of falling into the same trap as first wave feminists . Instead
we need to find ways of supporting these women. Pushing pornography further
into a shadow world where, like drugs, pornographic materials are illegal but
clandestinely available will only make the lives of the women in the industry
more risky, more endangered4'

In addition, I think we must be careful as women, who have never had the
same "freedom of expression" as men, either because we were not allowed to
speak in public forums, or because when we did speak our words carried no
authority, were dismissed as hysterical ravings, we must be careful at this
juncture, not to denigrate "freedom of expression," but to demand it, seize it,
appropriate it, allow it to one another . Historically as women we have been
silenced, and today we do not have the access or decision making power in
relation to mainstream mediawe need . Pornography has become symbolic for us
ofthe blatency ofmale supremacy, acted out, represented and enjoyed . It seems
particularly insidious because it directs its appeal to the most vulnerable areas
of the psyche . The proliferation of pornography is certainly part of a whole
cultural order that undermines our sense of security and authority, but
displacing too much anxiety onto it may not only waste some of our time and
energy, but also may encourage the state to think it can throw us a censorship



sop and keep us happy, may even backfire in an unexpected wave of repression
provoked by fears we've helped to generate.
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