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PORN POWER!

A feminist defense in the war on pornography

- KATE
80000 ROCKWOOD

o the ongoing war between radical feminists and the Religions Right, there is one

Fattle in which both sides have curiously joined wgether. Rather than fight each

ather, these strange bedfellows have combined forces o combat pro-pornography

leminists. Their motivations range from fear of moral bankrptey to the halting
of the objeclification of womern. “Repressing sexuality seems 1o be a hallmark of our
country. Whether iCs the impeachment of ‘Blow Job Bill' or slapping letters of
approval on movies, this nation finds it necessary 1o contral issues of carmal knowl.
edge,” remarked Matthew Gever, a college student, Feminists have split into two fac-
tions: those who wish Lo censare pomography and those who do not, It seems Pomog-
raphy has created an imeconcilable chasm within the feminist COMMUDity, pitting those
whio fear degradation against those who embrace liberation.

In fact, the distinctions between the feminist groups are 4 hit more complex. There
are those feminists wha feel that pomography is an expression of male cujtare through
which women are commadified and exploited. For thes anti-pornography feminists,
sexudl desire is coded as male and thus any material designed to arouse sexoal desire is
male-oriented, using women as ohjects, ]

Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon
have been at the forefronl of this group for
decades, pihlishing works and campaigning
to pass legislation, Nina Hartley, an actress
in adult videos, responded to this argument:
“Sex as A commercial venture doesn't bother
me hecause I de not avtomatically view all
women as vicims of sex; nor do [ view all
men automatically to be victimizers, or all
intercourse as de facio raps, a
DworkinMacKinnon 1enec”

Pro-pomography feminists themselves are
divided. There are those feminists who ma
feel uncase about the idea of pomography,
or even distike pormographic material, hut
teel strongly that & woman has a right to
control her own hody and wtilize free
speech. Still a third group of feminists con-
sider themselves Lo be fiercely PIO-POMogra:
phy, arguing that pornagraphy in and of E
itself can benefit women, Chelsea Drager, author of the book Law and the Feminist
Debate abouy Forrograpiy comments that anti-pomaography feminists “focus on thoss
aspects of sexvalily that victimize and oppress waomed; liberal feminists focus on ways
women could overcome sexual repression and achisve sexual liberation,”

“For loving parmography T will be viewed as a woman who is so psychologically
damaged by patriarchy that I have fallen in love with my own oppression,” noted
Wendy McElroy, author of the hook XXX A Woman s Right 1o Pornography.”* She
goes on 10 say “lu other words, if I enjoy pomography, it is not because [ am a uniqus
buman being with different perspeatives. It is because T am peycholegically i
Indeed. this is Lhe reality a8’ anti-pornography feminists view strippers as either trappud
of brainwashed, For anti-pomography feminists, it seems inconceivable that a WM
could he empowered by omograplly, Andrea Dwaorkin, a fierce opponent of afl
pornography, argues thal, “As long as women are viewed as sex objects which exist
solely for the pleasure of men, their stams = or Iack of it - will continue to be deter-
mined by men.”

Ant-pomography feminists concend (hat pomography is degrading w not only the
waormar mvelved in the production of the pomographic material, but all women EVery-
where as the continued consumption of pomography forces women into a sub-citizen
category. T agree that the constant bombardment of naked women objectifies women

in some way,” concedes Karen Gould, a pro-pomography feminist. “But to define the
yable sex as a violation of women's civil rights? Please,

depiction of mutually enj
Stop the handwagon; T want w get off,” To blame the majority of pender inequality on
porography is to wse pornography as a scapegoat. The gender inequality within our
saciety today is the complex result of economic, histarical, and societal Torces, While
pomagraphy may play some role in the power stragale between Lhe sexes, removing
any mace of women's sexuality from our culture will net automatically catapull the
view of “woman as equal' 1o the forefront of our eulmral Conscious, :
The very definition of pormography as *degradation’ is met with contention. I find
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commerciais in which women become orgasmic aver soapsuds to be emendously
degrading,” remarked McElroy, "The hottom line is thal every woman has the right to
define what is deprading and liberating for herselt” 1L is this very freedom that the
anti-pornography feminists hope w eliminate. In an offort to ‘protect’ women from
themse they strip womnen of all sexuil powers, completely 1gnoring any positive
expericnces thal result from pomagraphy, T gota lot out of doing sex work.”™ noted
Carol Queen, former stripper and adult actress: *Tt has encouraged me 1o learm mors
about my sexvality and my own issues and boundaries. Tt has given me an enhanced
sense of attractiveness and let me gt in touch with the fon of exploration." Tt is this
process, his idea of exploration and self-discovery, which anli-pormography feminists
liope o negate.

Assuming that women do not like sexvally explicit material perpetustes the idea that
women are anbi-sexual and victims of male lust, Tn contras, pro-pomograpty femi-
nists feel that women can explore and affirm their sexuality through pornography.
“Poruography may he a means for wotnen to safely experience sexual alternatives,
break cultural stereotypes, and empower themselves through the assertion of sexual
subjectivity.” remarked Feminists for Fomication, a community based group for
women wha enjoy sex and pomography, “We are tired of being called sluts and anc-
feminists. We believe that sexually explicit material can offer women a way {0 appre-
ciate their hodies through gaining control of erotic experiences.”  Whether these posi-
tive experiences include exploration with a pariner, overcoming inhibitions, or as a
median through which o communicate, pomography serves as a means for women Lo
be honest ubout their wants and desires, without necessarily heing explicit,
‘Pornugraphy's greatsst benefit is that it makes people talk,” argues Kelly Ashmore, a
pro-pomography feminist, “Sex is ataboo subject in America and discussion helps
bring our views w
light. We need
more discussion,
not foreed silence,
to work toward a
healthier sexuali-

'l agree that the constant bom-
bardment of naked women
objectifies women in some
way," concedes Karen Gould,
a pro-pornography feminist.
"But to define the depiction of
mutually enjoyable sex asa -
violation of women'’s civil
rights? Please, stop the band-
wagon; | want to get off."

.

All sides of the
pomography
debate agree that a
healthier sexvality
does not encom-
pass vielence
torwards wormen,
Anti-pornography
femninists, howev.
er, maintain that
poruography leads
10 sexual violence
against woimnen,
either by supply-
ing individuals
with specific ideas or feeding male agzression, Tn fact, there has been no concrete datn
1o show a link between pomngraphy and violence towards waomen, Intercstmgly, the
only factor directly linked to rape rale is the number of young men living in a given
area. Professor Murray Strans, whose correlational studies were used hy the Meese
Coumission to “justify” that Expasure o pomography leads (o sexual assaults, wrate
0 the commission, "1 do not helieve that my research demonstrates that romography
causes rape.” People simply do not bave a knee-jerk reaction, mimicking what they
see inmovies or read in hooks. If this were the case, points out the Ferninist Freedom
of Expression group, the accumulated writings of the feminist movement over the past
twenty-five years would have wroed our society inlo a gender-equal utopia; advertisers
would have to only instruct consumers o buy before they did no with abandon. In
reality, advertisers spend billions of dollars trying to convince consumers (o purchuse
teir products. "People juggle words and images — good and bad — with a1 the others
that they have seen or heard and with their real lite caperignces,” points out Pai
EBritton, member of the Feminist Freedom for Expression group. Feminists need not
fear that men will mindlessty frepeat what they see acted out in pornogeaphy, for
humans simply don't operate in this manner.




Despite the lack of conerete proof, anti-pormographers maintain that pornography
somehow equates sexual violence, However, the exact opposite is probably true.
Pornography may serve as a catharsis for some aggressive individuals, acting out their
viclent fantasies while viewing pornography, as opposed w attempting to act these fan-
lasies out in reality. For example, pomographty within Japan is much more sexually
explicit and openly violent than pornography in the United States. Yet Fapan has only
2.5 rapes per 100,000 people, compared to the United State’s rate of 34.5 rapes per
100,000 people. This would indicate that the amount of pornography somehow acts as
a sexual release, diverling sexual frustrations into a ‘safer” form,

Pointing to the number of sex offenders who are heavily involved with pornography,
it becomes important o distinguish between a correlation and a cause and effect rela-
tionship, While sex offenders may be involved in pornography, this does not indicate
that pornography is the cause of their sexually violent bebavior. One should keep in
mind just how many people have used passapes from the Bible as fustification for rape
and murder, yel no one argues that the Bible soimehow maintains a cause and effect
relationship with homicide. In facl, irying to establish a cavse and effect relationship
between pornography and violence when one does not exist may actually hurt sex

. crime victims.  “Blaming pormography |for acts of violence] diffuses responsibility
away from the culprit,” said Matthew Gever. Thus, the
Very women anti-pornography feminists are trying to pro-
lect become the most viclimized of all,

The main objection of anti-pornography [eminists, to
censor and declare illegal all forms of pornography, is a
blow to feminism everywhere. *Anti-pornography cru-
saders do nothing but degrade women. By pushing for leg
islation, these factions serve to promote the idea that
women cannot make decisions for themselves and need e |
protection of the patriarchal state,” argued Matthew Gever,
a pro-pornography feminist, In fact the very language anti
pormography feminists tend to use points to this very fact.
The Minneapolis anti-pom ordinance passed in 1983 said
women in pormography were “coerced” (even if they were

Pro-porn feminist
of age, fully consented and had signed a release) and could Wendy McElroy
sue the producers and distributors. The ordinance states, "Children are incapable of
consenting w engage in pornographic conduct, even absent of physical coercion and
therefore require special protection. By the same token, the phwmaj and psychological

well-being of women ought to he afforded comparable protection.” The ordinance
places women's inability 1o consent on the same level as that of a child, It establishes
the need for the government (o hold the hand of the woman as she is not developed
enough to fully undersiand the situation before her and make an intelligent decision to
control her own body. Such a notion is ludicrous and highly offensive to all women,
whichever side of the pornography debate they reside on.

Yet anti-pornography feminists continue to maintain that censorship will benefil
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women. Patti Britton explains that, "Historically, censorship has hurt women.
Information about sex and reproduction bas heen banned under the guise of ‘protect-
ing' wemen — from the jailing of birth control advocate Margaret Sanger to the “gag
rule’ against abortion counseling in federally funded clinics 1o the attacks against
National Endowment for the Arts recipient Holly Hughes.™ Yet it s this censorship,

The very definition of pornography as
‘degradation’ is met with contention.
"l find commercials in which women
become orgasmic over soapsuds to

be tremendously degrading,"
remarked Wendy McElroy, author of
the book XXX: A Woman’s Right to

Pornography. "The bottom line is that
every woman has the right to define
what is degrading and liberating for

herself." '

this tool which bas continued to harm and repress women, that the anti-pomography
feminists would like to utilize.

Rather than open themselves o a multi-layersd discourse on sexuality, anti-pomog-
raphy feminists would prefer to eliminate pornography all wgether, Never mind that
almost balf the adult videos in the U.S. are bought or rented by women alone or
women in couples. Or that “Pormography henefits women, both personally and politi-
cally,” according to Wendy McEkoy. For anti-pomography feminists, sexually explicit
material is viewed as so wholly male as to have no value for women. It is important,
within this debate over freedom and control, to understand that the abilily to choose
hinges on the ahility to make the wrong choice. Emma Justinia, a member of the
Feminist Conspiracy, reminds us that “It is important that women’s right to control ber
own body and destiny is honored, including the right t choose sex work.” FP

Kate Rockwood is  first year English major in the College and co-editor of the Free
Press Dirty Laundry.
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ARE YOU A TECHNOLOGY PROFICIENT
GRADUATE STUDENT? ;

Part-time positions available for gra duate students who are proficient
in technology to work in a support program for local public sehools.

TWO TYPES OF POSITIONS

1. Training puhhe school teachers in the use of the Internet as a tool for
learning in public school classrooms; to-teaching with pubhc school teacher-
partners using technology in the classroorm.

wrx¥Experienced exploring the web and a desire to work with public
school teachers necessary, ¥#%

2, Helping public schooly maintain their computer networks,
****Hardware, software and networking expertise necessary, #5x

Please confact M. Duel Richardson at 702-8803 / d-richardson@uchicago.edn




