Pornography and Men’s Consciousness

- con- | “What are you getting atp" _ ,
' I “Well, let's put it like this, Mr. Smith, You've given away money in the past—in fact,
these AAF , . '
oumng N you have quite a reputation for philanthropy, How can we be sure that you weren't con-
wave ¥ triving to have your money taken from you by forcep”
13 “Listen, if I wanted—"
& “Never mind, What time dfd thig holdup take place, Mr. Smithy*
e tOP .-*’ 1 "
their g About 11 pm."”
e our ) ;:}; “You were ot on the sfreets at 11 p.m,? Doing whatp"
level. %' Just walking,” ' -
spiri- % “Tust walking? You know thatit's dangerous being out on the street that late at night,
;tl; to & Weren't you aware that you could have been held up?”
‘ % "I hadn’t thought about it.” .
. b “What were You wearing at the time, M. Smithy"
IT we A It o . )
lives 3 Let's see. A suit, Yes, a suit,
res. "An expensive snitp”
' ”WSH——yCS. n
In other words, M. Smith, you were walking around the streets late at night in a suit
that practically advertised the fact that you might be a good target for some €88y money,
Isn't that s0? I mean, if we didn't know better, Mx. Smith, we might even think you were
asking for this to happen, mightn't wep”
a1 " “Look, can't we talk about the past history of the guy who did this to mep”

'I'm afraid not, Mr, Smith.Id

on't think you would want to violate his rights, now,
wounld you?”

Naturally, the line of questioning, the innuendo, g ludicrous—as well as inadmissthle ag
any sort of cross-examination—unless we are talking dbout parallel questions in a rape
case, The time of night, the victim's previous history of “giving away” that which was
taken by force, the clothing—ali of these are held against the victim, Society's posture on

rape, and the manifestation of that posture in the courts, help account for the fact that
so few rapes are reported.
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. Important influence
- Unfortunately, we rarely.discuss that influence,

. discussions about bornography with groups of me
- setting, the talk quickly goes to g debate about free

Too often, when I've been involved in
1, usually in a college or high school
speech and the Constitution,
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Sexism

Sometimes that focus, while evading the more difficult personal issues, can be enlight-
ening and productive. But most of the time such debates are dominated by knee-jerk
invocations of the Bill of Rights and the need to combat “censorship.” The subject is
framed as one of “individual rights” versus “government control,” and the entire exer-
cise Is then dominated by men (and less frequently, women) who compete with each other
_ to see who has the most compelling grasp of constitutional principles.

And no one talks about pornography.

For many of us who grew up with magazines like Playboy and Penthouse, this comes
as a relief, It's a lot easier to talk politics and legal tssues than it is to discuss masturba-
tion, fantasy, and the sexual objectification of the women we work with, sleep with, and
Jove. That stuff is . . . private. For many of us, it's shrouded in shame. And let's face it, it's
embarrassing. Co

~ Conversational avoldance is one of the ways that men, myself included, have man-

aged to dodge the kind of introspection that feminists have been engaged in for decades.

_ Only in the past decade or so have a number of men begun to apply some of the feminist

ideas linked to the insight that the personal-is-political and started talking about our own
experiences and attitudes in an honest and self-revelatory way.

When the subject is pornography, this sort of critical male self-disclosure can lead to
new insights both about sexism and men's violence against women, and about the sexu-
al and emotional problems of many men.

But before I get to some of these, I have to acknowledge that my focus here is the effecis
onmen of heterosexual pornography aimed at straight men., The consumption of pornog-
raphy by gay males has its own dynamics, as does the consumption by lesbians of les-
bian porn. There are common issues of sexual objectification, the commaodification of
people’s bodies, domination and submission, and so forth. But the overwhelming per-
centage of pornography consumed in our culture today is hetexosexually oriented, and
that is the sphere with which I'm best acquainted. :

So what kinds of things can we learn when men talk about our use of pornography
and not the First Amendment? I realized when I first read seriously and considered the
ideas of anti-pornography feminists that it 1s naive and facile to equate pornography to |
media representations of “sex” and not deconstruct further its {function within the sys-

- tem of gender relations. This Insight seems obvious in retrospect, but I never thought
about that when I was growing up in the 1970s, Even today, despite more than a quarter
century of feminist anti-porn writing, teaching, and political activism, most young men
I tallc with think that the only people with a reason to oppose it are uptight and prudish
religious fanatics and man-hating radical lesbians, .

This ignorance is partially based in a defensive form of dental, It is unseitling to learn.
that what we experienced as so pleasurable, masturbating to images and videos of nude
women, has harmful effects, If it really is harmful to women, and to our relationships
with them, we'd rather not think about it. . ‘ :

Elow is our private pleasure harmful to women? One way to conceptualize this is to
conslder pornography as an industry. Itis a huge industry, taking in an estimated $10
billion in annual revenues. (According to the Los Angeles Times, nearly 10,000 new porn
videos were released in 1999 alone.) And who are the workers in this industry? They are,
contrary to our convenlent stereotype of high class models, largely poor or working-class
women, many of color, who are often treated with outright contempt and coercion by

the men who control the business. Further, the vast majority of wornen who pose for
magazines or act in porn movies have been sexually abused as children and may have 93
been raped or abused as adolescents. So we need to be aware that by purchasing and -
using pornography, whatever our motives, we are perpetuating the exploitation of wommen
and girls who have already been victimized by male domination and violence.
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Parnography and Men’s C onsciousness

But apart from these exploited women, does‘pornography “cause” violence against
d women? Some people argue that, after all, most of the 90-0dd percent of men who have

Most white people I know accept the concept that blatantly demeaning and degrading
media representations of African-Americans are unacceptable. We see them for what
they are: racist. We understand that the problem is not simply the injury done to the indi-
vidual actors, Rather, we recognize that all African-Americans suffer, because our feel.
ings about the entive race are influenced by those images. Most Gentiles I know accept
the same reasoning when it involves popular caricatures of Jews in Germany in the
1930s, .

But when many Inen consider demeaning and degrading images of women, they
quickly discard logic and the consensus breaks down. “That's not sexism,” they'} say,
“It's sex. Can't you understand that I Jike looking at nude women’s bodies?” In the debate
about pornography and men's violence against women, many men simply refuse to
ascribe the exact same causa) connection between objectification and violence that they

make when the subject is race, )

Furthermore, arguing that the pornography industry is not sexist requires a willfl
ignorance about the deep misogyny that pervades porn culture, It's not just the images,

here and we have the college sluts to prove it! Thejr ldea of a ‘summer job' is spreading

their legs and taking it live on camera, . . , It's so easy to get those hot little bikinis off the
sluts, It's what they want.”

women (L.e., sexism),

But for some men, including the mafority who have not been exposed to overtly vio-
lent pornography, the reasoning Process is more complicated, I know, I went through it
myself, Initfally I found it difficult to understand how pornography that is not explicitly
violent can be harmful, The standard arguments were sufficient to soothe my censclence;
I'm not going to rape anyone; these women are consenting adults, : '

: When I began listening to some of my women friends’ feelings about pornography I
‘was forced to reassess my thoughts. These were intelligent, urbane women, far from prud-
ish, for whom pornography was saddening and degrading. Because I respected them, I
had no choice but to take this seriously, . ‘
¥+ Some of my friends’ discomfort with pornography was linked to thejr leye] of con-
sclousness ahout the subjugation of women, But it was more than that, Women with a
. - feminist politics] consciousness, like all women, carry with them the personal scars and

violated, then morose, As a man I could empathize to some
same visceral response, This inevitably affected the way we
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Sexism

related to each other, including the way we related sexually: how safe she'd allow herself
to feel, how vulnerable, ) . ' :

But it's not fair to say that pornography worked only on her psyche. It touched mine
as well. The reduction of women to body parts for men’s consumption can significantly
damage women's self-respect. But repeated exposure to pornography also can reduce
men'’s ability to form intimate relationships with women, Such exposure conditions us to
relate sexually not to unique, complex women, but to interchangeable bodies who are
"fuckable” to the degree that we like looking at their breasts, vaginas, and buttocks, I'm
sure that few men who use pornography ever pause to consider how their long-term con-
sumption of it contributes to the impoverishmént of their relationships with real women.

-For many men, the short-term pleasure provided by pornography overshadows any
harm it might cduse, As the saying goes, if it feels nice, don't think twice, How bad can it
be if it gsts you off?

If a consumer of child pornography made that argument, we would have a ready
rebuttal: we don't care if you get off to it, it's wrong (and you have serious problems).
There are more important matters here to consider beyond your immediate sexual grati-
fication, And though the arguments can get tricky when considering the case of con-~
senting adulfs, the moral, if not the legal, principle holds: your right to get off sexually
has to be balanced against women’s rights to live free and dignified Lives,

How does pornography perpetnate the subordination of women? The level of male
violence against women in this society is out of control, Despite decades of feminist
activism, boys and men are still sexually abusing, battering, raping, and murdering girls
and women &t an alarming rate, While this violence has no single cause, the dehuman-
ization and objectification of women in the media is surely one of the contributing fac-
tors. Consider the pervasiveness of sexual harassment that women suffer from men in
school, the workplace, on the street, Men aren’t born biologically programmed to sexual-
ly harass women, We learn it. We Jearn it through continuous expostre to a media cul-
" ture that is profoundly influenced by the ideological and stylistic conventions of
porrography, It is impossible to discuss the way American boys have been socialized into
manhood over the past three decades without talking about the effects of pornography

Hknow that many of my thoughts and feelings about women, men, and sexuality were
shaped by some of the dominant themes of the genre. For example, one of the more pop-

ular themes is that while they might like “sensitive” guys for friends, most women are

sexually attracted to rough, aggressive men.

This didn't cause me to become a jérk, but it did cause undo self-doubt and insecurity,
Por other young men, this same media message is taken as a license to be sexually
callous if not abusive toward women. This isn't to say, simplistically, that men see women
in movies and magazines enjoying rape and sexual haragsment, and are thereby en-
couraged to go out and assault them, That happens, but the long term effects of media
messages are even more troubling. The blatant sexism and misogyny of the por-
nography industry has pervaded all other forms of media, inevitably permeating our
consciousness,

But we're not passive agents. We can't reverse the entire process overnight; but we
can choose to stop supporting the degradation of women and the dehumanization of our

own sexuality by refusing to purchase or rent porn magazines and videos, or subscribe to

porn sites on the World Wide Web. There's no gefting around it: the personal is political.
At the same time, personal change on the part of a handful of sensitized men is inguf-
ficient. We need also to express publicly our unhappiness and outrage at the way the
pornography industry fuels sexism and violence against the girls and women we claim to
love, This can help stimulate discussions among men about our sexual and gender iden-
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Why I Fight Back 251

tities, utilizing some of the growing body of pro-feminist men’s research and literature.
Just like women, men go through a process of consciousness-raising as the first step
toward politicization, , ' T
This isn't going to be easy, The guestion of motivation is especially problematic. People
wonder: what do men have to gain by malding these changes? What's in it for themp -
It's really pretty simple. If we want to be able to look the women we care about In the

eye and say that we respect them and support their struggle for dignity and equality, then
we really have no other choice,

Next Steps and Action

43

Wh ithey Walker

“Take a look," he said,

My fingers stopped on my combination lock as I looked to.my right to see a man, naked
from the waist down, standing a foot away from my locker,

For years I'd heard about girls getiing flashed near my suburban California high
school. When it had happened to my sister a few years earlier, it had been broad daylight
‘and she and her glelfriends laughed until the man ran away. It was nof like that tonight.
1t was dark and we were alone, .

AllT could do for a moment was follow his orders and look at him. He carried his pants
over his left arm, and hisright hand was shoved into the pocket of his grey-and-blue run-
ning jacket, Was he holding a weapon beneath his jacket? Was he going to rape me? Did
he move closer? Did I hear someone elsep

“What do you want?” [ finally managed,

“lust take a long look,” : . :
Istood frozen in front of him for a long time. I thought about ranning or velling for
help, but told myself it wouldn’t work: He would be too fast, no one would hear. I was
feeling desperate, My car keys were cutting into my hand, Were they a weapon?

"I could stab you,” I warned him, gripping my keys.

“I'd like to see you try.”

Irecoiled, shaking with both fear and anger He was right, I wasn't going to tey. “All

- .vight, I saw you, just leave,”

< “Close your locker.” . _
1did, and was relieved when the next order was to walk away slowly and not look back,




