What is comruonly referred to as “child pornography” 18 1ot SO MUCH 2 L0 Ul
porzography as it is a form of sexual exploitation of children. The distinguishing
characteristic of child pornography, as generally understoed, is that actual children
are photographed while engaged in some form of sexual activity, either with adults
or with other children. To understand the very idea of child pornography requires
understanding the way in which real children, whether actually identified or not, are
photographed, and understanding the way in which the use of real children in pho-
tographs creates a special harm largely independent of the kinds of concerns often
expressed with respect to sexually explicit materials involving only adults.

Thus, the necessary focus of an inquiry into child pornography must be on the
process by which children, from as young as one week up to the age of majority,
are induced to engage in sexual activity of one sort or another, and the process by
which children are photograpbed while engaging in that activity. The inevitably
permanent record of that sexual activity created by a photograph is rather plainly a
haom to the children photographed. But even if the photograph were never again
seen, the very activity involved in creating the photograph is itself an act of sexual
exploitation of children, and thus the issues related to the sexual abuse of children
and those related to child pornography are inextricably linked. Child pornography
necessarly includes the sexual abuse of a real child, and there can be no under-
standing of the special problem of child pornography until there is understanding
of the special way in which child pornography is child abuse. . . .

QUESTIONS

1 Is it possible to provide a worlkable definition of “Jegrading pornography,” or is this con-
_ cept hopelessly subjective?

2 Which of the following, if any, would you endorse: (1) the censorship of violent pornog-
raphy; (2) the censership of ponviolent but degrading pornography; (3) the censorship of
nonviolent and nondegrading pornography?

3 In Ohio v. Osborne (1990), the United States Supreme Couxt ruled that it is constitutional
for states to prohibit by law even the private possession of child porvography. In view of
the special evil of child pornography, would you endorse such a law?

i mmgomamwwwu Oppression, and Freedom:
) O_Homﬁ. Look

Heélen E. Longino

onstructs a case against pornography from a feminist point of view.
defining pornography in such a way as fo distinguish it from both
oral meﬁmHP. pornography is “material that explicitly represents or
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describes degrading and abusive sexual behavior so as to endorse and/or
recommend the behavior as described” In Longino’s view, pornography is
immoral not because it is sexually explicit but because it typically portrays
wornen in a degrading and dehumanizing way. She explicitly identifies a number
of related ways in which pornography is injurious to women. Becanse of
pomography’s injurious character, she concludes, its production and distsibution
are justifiably subject to control.

I INTRODUCTION

The much-touted sexual revolution of the 1960’s and 1970’s not only freed various
modes of sexual behavior from the constraints of social disapproval, but also made
possible a2 flood of pornographic material. According to figures provided by
WAVPM (Women Against Violence in Pomography and Media), the number of
pornographic magazines available at newsstands has grown from zero in 1953 to
forty in 1977, while sales of pornographic films in Los Angeles alone have grown
from $15 million in 1969 to $85 million in 1976.2

Traditionally, pornography was condemned as immoral because it presented sex-
ually explicit material in a manner designed to appeal to “prurient jmterests” or a
“morbid” interest in nudity and sexuality, material which furthermore lacked any
redeeming social value and which exceeded “customary limits of candor” ‘While
these phrases, taken from a definition of “obscenity” proposed in the 1954
American Law Institute’s Model Penal Code,? require some criteria of application
to eliminate vagueness, it seems that what is objectionable is the explicit descrip-
tion or representation of bodily parts or sexual behavior for the purpose of induc-
ing sexual stimulation or pleasure on the part of the reader or viewer. This kinid of
objection is part of a sexual ethic that subordinates sex to procreation and con-
demns all sexual interactions outside of legitimated marriage. It is this code which
was the primary target of the sexual revolutionaries in the 1960°s, and which has
given way in many areas to more open standards of sexual behavior.

One of the beneficial results of the sexual revolution has been a growing accept-
ance of the distinction between questions of sexual mores and questions of morality.
This distinction underlies the old slogan, “Make love, not war” and takes harm to oth-
ers as the defining characteristic of immorality. What is immoral is behavior SEo.w_
causes injury to or violation of another person or people. Such injury may be physi-
cal or it may be psychological. To cause pain to another, to lie to another, to hinder
another in the exercise of her or his rights, to exploit another, to degrade mboﬁwo_.,w 1o
misrepresent and slander another are instances of immoral behavior. Masturbation
or engaging voluntarily in sexual intercourse with another consenting adult of the
saroe or the other sex, as long as neither injury for violation of either individual or
another is involved, [is] not immoral. Some sexual behavior is morally og.ooﬂoﬁ_
able, but not becanse of its sexual character. Thus, adultery is immoral not @momﬁo.
it involves sexual intercourse with someone to whom one is not legally u.nmaﬁomq gw
because it involves breaking a promise (of sexual and emotional fidelity to one’s:
spouse). Sadistic, abusive, or forced sex is immoral because it injures and violates:
another. : ’ L
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" The detachment of sexual chastity from moral virtue implies that we cannot con-
Jemn forms of sexual behavior merely because they strike us as distasteful or sub-
rersive of the Protestant work ethic, or ‘because they depart from standards of
sehavior we have individually adopted. It has thus seemed to imply that no matter
sow offensive we might find pomography, we must tolerate it in the name of free-
jom from illegitimate repressiomn. 1 wish to argue that this is not so, that pornogra-
phy is immoral because it is harmful to people.

I WHAT IS PORNOGRAPHY?

I define pornography as verbal or pictorial explicit representations of sexual behav-
ior that, in the words of the Commmission on Obscenity and Pornography, have as a
distinguishing characteristic “the degrading and demeaning portrayal of the role
and status of the human female . . . as a mere sexual object to be exploited and
manipulated sexually.”® In pormographic books, magazines, and films, women are
represented as passive and as slavishly dependent upon men. The role of female
characters is Hmited to the provision of sexual services to men. To the extent that
women’s sexual pleasure is represented at all, it is subordinated to that of men and
is pever an end in itself as is the sexual pleasure of men. ‘What pleases women I8
the use of their bodies to satisfy male desires. While the sexnal objectification of
women is common to all pornography, women are the recipients of even worse
treatment in violent pornography, in which women characters are killed, tortured,
gang-raped, mutilated, bound, and otherwise abused, as a means of providing sex-
w2l stimulation or pleasure to the male characters. It is this development which has
atiracted fhe attention of feminists and been the stimulus to an analysis of pomog-
raphy in general.*

Not all sexually explicit material is pornography, nor is all material which con-
tains representations of sexual abuse and degradation pornography.

A representation of a sexual encounter between adult persons which is charac-
terized by mutual respect is, once we have disentangled sexuality and morality, not
morally objectionable. Such a representation would be one in which the desires and
experiences of each participant were regarded by the other participants as having a

. validity and a subjective importance equal to those of the individual’s own. desire
.-and experiences. In such an encounter, each participant acknowledges the other
; participant’s basic human dignity and personhood. Similarly, a representation of a
nude: human body (in whole or in part) in such a manner that the person shown
taintains self-respect—e.g., is not portrayed in a degrading position—would not
¢ .w@o ally objectionable. The educational films of the National Sex Forum, as well
,..noﬁau amount of erotic literature and art, fall into this category. ‘While sorne
Soticmaterials are beyond the standards of modesty held by some individuals, they
‘ for this reason immoral.
7 ¢epresentation of a sexual encounter which is not characterized by mutual
180 vin which at least one of the parties is treated in 2 manner beneath ber or his
nman being, is no longer simple erotica. That a representation is of
ehavior does not in itself, however, make it pomographic. Whether or
sraphic is a function of contextual features. Books and films may
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contain descriptions or representations of a rape in order to explore the conse:

quences of such an assault upon its victim. What is being shown is abusive or

degrading behavior which attempts to deny the humanity and dignity of the person

assaulted, yet the context surrounding the representation, through its exploration of

the consequences of the act, acknowledges and reaffirms her dignity. Such books

_ and films, far from being pornographic, are (or can be) highly moral, and fall into
the category of moral realism.

What makes a work a work of pornography, then, is not simply its representation
of degrading and abusive sexual encounters, but its implicit, if not explicit, approval
and recommendation of sexual behavior that is immoral, i.e., that physically or psy-
chologically violates the personhood of one of the participants. Pornography, thex, is
verbal or pictorial material which represents or describes sexual behavior that is
degrading or abusive to one or more of the participants in such a way as to endorse
the degradation. The participants so treated in virtally all heterosexual pornography
a7e women or children, so héterosexual pomography is, as a matter of fact, material
which endorses sexual behavior that is degrading and/or abusive to women and chil-
dren. As I use the term “sexual behavior” this includes sexual encounters between
persons, behavior which produces sexual stimulation or pleasure for one of the par-
ticipants, and behavior which is preparatory to or invites sexual activity. Behavior that
is degrading or abusive includes physical harm or abuse, and physical or psycholog-
jcal coercion. Jn addition, behavior which ignores or devalues the real interests,
desires, and experiences of one or more participants in any way is degrading. Finally,
that a person has chosen or consented to be harmed, abused, or subjected to coercion
does not alter the degrading character of such bebavior.

Pornography communicates its endorsement of the bebavior it represents by var-

jous features of the pornographic context: the degradation of the female characters
is represented as providing pleasure to the participant males and, even worse, to the
participant females, and there is no suggestion that this sort of treatment of others
is inappropriate to their status as human beings. These two features are together suf-
ficient to constitute endorsement of the represented behavior. The contextual fea-
tures which make material pornographic are intrinsic to the material. In addition to
these, extrinsic features, such as the purpose for which the material is presented—
i.e., the sexual arousal/pleasure/satisfaction of its (mostly) male consumers—or
_ an accompanying text, may reinforce or make explicit the endorsement. Represen-
tations which in and of themselves do not show or endorse degrading behavior may
be put into a pornographic context by juxtaposition with others that are degrading,
or by a text which invites or recommends degrading behavior toward the subject
- represented. In such a case the whole complex—the series of representations or
representations with text—is pornographic. .

The distinction I have sketched is one that applies most clearly to sequential
material—a verbal or pictorial (filmed) story-—which represents an action and pro-
vides a temporal context for it. In showing the before and after, a narrator Or £ilm:
maker has plenty of opportunity to acknowledge the dignity of the person S@F
or clearly to refuse to do so. It is somewhat more difficult to apply the distinction,
single still representations. The contextual features cited above, however, m.H.a.oH
present in still photographs or pictures that glamorize degradation and mnwﬁm,p
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Phonograph album covers and advertisements offer some prime examples of such
glamorization. Their representations of women in chains (the Ohio Players), or
bound by ropes and black and blue (the Rolling Stones) are considered high-guality
commercial “art” and glossily prettify the violence they represent. Since the standard
furiction of prettification and glamorization is the communication of desirability,
these albums and ads are communicatinig the desirability of violence against women.
Representations of women bound or. chained, particularly those of women bound in
such a way as to make their breasts, or genital or anal areas vulnerable to any
passerby, endorse the scene they represent by the absence of any indication that this
treatinent of women is in any way inappropriate.

- To summarize: Pornography is not just the explicit representation or description of
L sexual Behavior, nor even the explicit representation or description of sexual behav-
g ior which is degrading and/or abusive to women. Rather, it is material that explicitly
represents or describes degrading and abusive sexual beliavior so as to endorse and/
or recommend the behavior as described. The contextual features, moreover, which
comununicate such endorsement are intrinsic to the material; that is, they are features
whose removal or alteration would change the representation or description. .

This account of pornography is underlined by the etymology and original meaning
of the word “pornography.” The Oxford English Dictionary defines pornography as
“Description of the life, manners, etc. of prostitutes and their patrons [from 76pvn
(porne) meaning “harlot” and ypddeiv (graphein) meaning “to write”]; hence the
expression or suggestion of obscene or unchaste subjects in literature or art)”

Let us consider the first part of the definition for a morfient. In the transactions
between prostitutes apd their clients, prostitutes are paid, directly or indirectly, for
the nse of their bodies by the client for sexual pleasure.® Traditionally males have
obtained from female prostitutes what they could not or did not wish to get from
their wives of women friends, who, because of the character of their relation to the
male, must be accorded some measure of human respect. While there are limits to
what treatment is seen as appropriate foward women as wives or women friends, the
prostitute as prostitute exists to provide sexual pleasure to males. The female char-
acters of contemporary pornography also exist to provide pleasure to males, but in
. the pornographic context no pretense is made to regard them as parties to a contrac-
. tual arangement. Rather, the anonymity of these characters makes each one Every-
woman, thus suggesting not only that all women are appropriate subjects for the
‘enactment of the most bizamre and demeaning male sexual fantasies, but also that
Eﬁ is their primary purpose. The recent escalation of violence in pornography—the
resentation of scenes of bondage, rape, and torture of women for the sexual stimu-
atin of the male characters or male viewers—while shocking in itself, is from this
oint of view merely a more vicious extension of 2 genre whose success @w@onmm on
(réating women in a manner beneath their dignity as buman beings.

PORNOGRAPHY: LIES AND VIOLENGE AGAINST WOMEN

ong with pornography, then, is its degrading and dehumanizing portrayal
and not its sexual content). Pornography, by its very nature, requires that
..mcoHEbmﬁ to men and mere instruments for the fulfillment om male
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fantasies. To accomplish this, pornography must lie. Pornography

about women'’s sexuality, and through such lies fosters more lies about our hum;
ity, our dignity, and our personhood. Sy

Moreover, since nothing is alleged to justify the treatment of the female charac
ters of pornography save their womanhood, pormography depicts all women as
objects of violence by virtue of their sex alone. Because it is simply being femal
that, in the pornographic vision, justifies being violated, the lies of pornography are:
lies about all women. Each work of pornography is on its own libelous and defam-
atory, yet gains power through being reinforced by every other pornographic work:
The sheer number of pornographic productions expands the moral issue to include
not only assessing the morality or immorality of individual works, but also the
meaning and force of the mass production of pomography.

The pornograpkic view of women is thoroughly entrenched in a booming portion
of the publishing, filen, and recording industries, reaching and affecting not only all
who look to such sources for sexual stimulation, but also those of us who are forced
into an awareness of it as we peruse magazines at newsstands and record afbums in
record stores, as we check the entertzinment sections of city newspapers, or even as
we approach a counter to pay for groceries. It is not necessary to spend a great deal
of time reading or viewing pornographic material to absorb its male-centered defini-
tion of women. No longer confined within plain brown wrappers, it jumps out from
billboards that proclaim “Live X-rated Girls!” or “Angels in Pain” or “Hot and Wild,”
and from magazine covers displaying a woman’s genital area being spread open to
the viewer by her own fingers.” Thus, even men who do not frequent pormographic
shops and movie houses are supported in the sexist objectification of women by their
environment. Women, too, are crippled by internalizing as self-images those that are

-presented to us by pornographers. Isolated from one another and with no source of
support for an alternative view of female sexuality, we may not always find the
strength to resist 4 message that dominates the common cultural media.

The entrenchment of pornography in our culture also gives it a significance quite
beyond its explicit sexual messages. To suggest, as pornography does, that the pri-
mary purpose of woren is to provide sexual pleasure to men is to deny that women
are independently human or have a status equal to that of men. It is, moreover, to
deny our equality at ope of the most intimate levels of human experience. This
denial is especially powerful in a hierarchical, class society such as ours, in which
individuals feel good about themselves by feeling superior to others. Men in our
society have a vested interest in maintaining their belief in the inferiority of the
female sex, so that no matter how oppressed and exploited by the society in which
they live and work, they can feel that they are at least superior to someone Or some
category of individuals—a woman or women. Pornography, by presenting women
as wanton, depraved, and made for the sexual use of men, caters directly to that
interest.® The very intimate nature of sexuality which makes pornography so cOIro-
sive also protects it from explicit public discussion. The consequent HmoH.m @m any
explicit social disavowal of the pornographic image of women enables this image

/
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to continue fostering sexist attitudes even as the society publicly proclaims its (as
yet timid} commitment to sexual equality. .

In addition to finding a connection between the pommographic view of women
and the denial to us of our full human rights, women are beginning to connect the -
consumption of pornography with committing rape and other acts of sexual vio-
lence against women. Contrary to the findings of the Commission on Obscenity and
Pornography a growing body of research is documenting (1) a correlation between
exposure to representations of violence and the committing of violent acts gener-
ally, and (2) a correlation between exposure to pornographic materials and the
committing of sexually abusive or violent acts against women.” While more study
is needed to establish precisely what the causal relations are, clearly so-called hard-
core pornography is not irmocent.

From “spuff” films and miserable magazines in pormographic stores to Hustler to
phonograph album covers and advertisements, t0 Vogue, pomography has come to
occupy its own niche in the communications and entertainment media and to acquire
a quasi-institutional character (signaled by the use of diminutives such as “porn” or
“porno™ to refer to pornographic material, as though such familiar naming could take
the hurt out), Its acceptance by the mass media, whatever the motivation, means a cul-
tural endorsement of its message. As much as the materials themselves, the social tol-
erance of these degrading and distorted images of women in such quantities is harmful
to us, since it indicates a general willingness to see women in ways incompatible with
our fundamental human dignity and thus to justify treating us in those ways.!? The tol-
erance of pornographic representations of the rape, bondage, and torture of women
helps to create and maintain a climate more tolerant of the actual physical abuse of
women.!! The tendency on the part of the legal system to view the victim of a rape as
responsible for the crime against her is but one manifestation of this.

In sum, pornography is injudous to women in at least three distinct ways:

1 Pornography, especially viclent pornography, is implicated in the committing
of crimes of violence against women.
: 2 Pomography is the vehicle for the dissemination of a deep and vicious Lie
; about women. It is defamatory and libelous.
3 The diffusion of such a distorted view of women’s nature in our society as it
exists today supports sexist (i.e., male-centered) attitudes, and thus reinforces the
oppression and exploitation of women.

Society’s tolerance of pormography, especially pornography on the contempo-
rary massive scale, reinforces each of these modes of injury: By not disavowing the
lie, it-supports the male-centered myth that women are inferior and subordinate
creatures. Thus, it contributes to the maintenance of a climate tolerant of both psy-
.chological and physical viclence against women. . . .

CONCLUSION o
efined pornography in such a way as to distinguish it from erotica and from

.;and have argued that it is defamatory and libelous toward women,
es Crimes against women, and that it jnvites tolerance of the social,



economic, and cultural oppression of women. The production and distri
pornographic material is thus a social and moral wrong. Contrasting both the. &
rent volume of pornographic production and its growing infiltration of the comm
nications media with the status of women in this culture makes clear the necés
for its contxol. . . . S
. Appeals for action against pornography are sometimes brushed aside with the

¢laim that such action is a diversion from the primary task of feminists—the elim-
ination of sexism and of sexual inequality. This approach focuses on the enjoyment
rather than the manufacture of pornography, and sees it as merely a product of sex-
ism which will disappear when the latter has been overcome and the sexes are
socially and economically equal. Pornography cannot be separated from sexism in
this way: Sexism is not just a set of aftitudes regarding the inferiority- of women
but the behaviors and social and econormic rules that manifest such attitudes. Both
the manufacture and distribution of pornography and the enjoyment of it are instances
of sexist behavior. The enjoyment of pornography on the part of individuals will
presumably decline as such individuals begin to accord women their status as fully
human. A cultural climate which tolerates the degrading representation of women
is not a climate which facilitates the development of respect for women. Further-
more, the demand for pornography is stimulated not just by the sexism of individ-
uals but by the pomography industry itself. Thus, both as a social phenomenon and
in its effect on individuals, pomography, far from being a mere product, nourishes
sexism. The campaign against it is an essential component of women’s struggle for
legal, economic, and social equality, one which requires the support of all ferninists.™

NOTES

1 Women Against Viclence in Pornography and Media Newspage, Vol. H, No. 3, June
1978; and Judith Reisman in Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media
Proposal.

2 American Law Institute Model Penal Code, sec. 251.4.

3 Report of the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography (New York: Bantam Books,
1970), p. 239. The Commission, of course, concluded that the demeaning content of
pornography did not adversely affect male attitudes toward women.

4 Among recent feminist discussions are Diena Russell, “Pornography: A Peminist
Perspective” and Susan Griffin, “On Pornography,” Chrysalis, Vol. I, No. 4, 1978; and
Ann Garry, “Pomography and Respect for Women,” Social Theory and Practice, Vol. 4,
Spring 1978, pp. 395-421. .

5 The Oxford English Dictionary, Compact Bdition (London: Oxford University Press,
1971), p. 2242. ) )

6 In talking of prostitution here, I refer to the concept of, rather than the reality of, prosti-
tution. The same is true of my remarks about relationships between women and their
husbands or men friends. : C T

7 This was a full-color magazine cover seen in a rack at the check-out counter of a comer
delicatessen. e

8 Pomography thus becomes another tool of capitalism. OH.E feature .om some conternpo-
rary pornography—the use of black and Asian women in both still photographs and
flms—exploits the racism as well as the sexism of its white consumers. For a discussion
of the interplay between racism and sexism under capitalism 2s it relates to violent
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crimes against women, see Angela Y. Davis, “Rape, Racism, and the Capitalist Setting.”
The Black Scholar, Vol. 9, No. 7, April 1978.

9 Urie Bronfenbrenner, Two Worlds of Childhood MNew York: Russell Sage Foundation,
1970); H.J. Eysenck and DX.B. Nias, Sex, Violence and the Media (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1978); and Michael Goldstein, Harold Kent, and John Hartman,
Pornography and Sexual Deviance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973); and
the papers by Diana Russell, Pauline Bart, and Irene Diameond included in [Laura
Lederer, ed., Take Back the Night New York: William Morrow, 19800].

10 This tolerance has a linguistic parallel in the growing acceptance and use of nonhursan
nouns such as “chick,” “bird,” “filly” “fox” “doll” “babe “gkirt,” etc., to refer to
women, and of verbs of harm such as “fuck” “screw,” “bang,” to refer to sexual inter-
course. See Robert Baker and Frederick Elliston, “‘Pricks’ and ‘Chicks™: A Plea for
Persons.” Philosophy and Sex (Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1975).

11 This is supported by the fact that in Denmark the number of rapes committed has
increased while the number of rapes reported to the authorities has decreased over the
past twelve years. See WAVPM Newspage, Vol. I, No. 5, June, 1978, quoting M. Harxy,
“Denmark Today—The Causes and Effects of Sexual Liberty” (paper presented to The
Responsible Society, London, England, 1976). See also Bysenck and Nias, Sex, Violence
and the Media (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1978), pp. 120-124. ]

12 Many women helped me to develop and crystallize the ideas presented in this paper. I

" would especially like to thank Michele Farrell, Lanra Lederer, Pamela Miller, and Dianne
Romair for their cornments in conversation and on the first written draft. Portions of this
material were presented orally to members of the Society for Women in Philosophy and
to participants in the workshops on “What Is Pomography?” at the Conference on
Ferninist Perspectives on Pornography, San Francisco, November 17, 18, and 19, 1978.
Their discussion was invaluable in helping me to see problems and to clarify the ideas
presented here.

QUESTIONS

1 Do you accept Longino’s suggested definition of pomography? Is there a better definition?

2 Bmphasizing the injurious impact of pornography on women, Longino concludes that “its
control is necessary.” What specific controls on the production and distribution of pomog-
raphy would you endorse?

Feminism, Pornography, and Censorship
ark R. Wicclair

icclair operates with the definition of pornography suggested by Longino.

e ‘argues, however, that censorship of pornography is not 2 legitimate means
f.achieving the aims of feminism, nor even the most effective means. In his
ﬁnﬁ.,ﬁm.ﬁw is a strong presumption against censorship; this presumption is
ased on m:.w principle of freedom of expression, as well as the likely negative
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