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Pornography, Oppression,
and Freedom: A Closer Look

Helen E. Longino

What Is Pornography?

I define pornography as verbal or pictorial explicit representations of sexual behavior
that, in the words of the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography, have as a dis-
tinguishing 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 sexual-
Iy In pornographic books, magazines, and films, women are represented as passive
and as slavishly dependent upon men. The role of female characters is limited 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 never an end in itself as is
the sexual pleasure of men. What pleases women is the use of their bodies to satisfy
male desires. While the sexual objectification of women is common to all pornogra-
phy, 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 sexual stimulation or pleasure to the male
characters. It is this development which has attracted the attention of feminists and
been the stimulus to an analysis of pornography in general.!

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

A representation of a sexual encounter between adult persons which is character-
ized 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 par-
ticipant’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 main-
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tains self-respect—e.g., is not portrayed in a degrading position—would not be
morally objectionable. ... While some erotic materials are beyond the standards of
modesty held by some individuals, they are not for this reason immoral.

A representation of a sexual encounter which is not characterized by mutual re-
spect, in which at least one of the parties is treated in a manner beneath her or his
dignity as a human being, is no longer simple erotica. That a representation is of de-
grading behavior does not in itself, however, make it pornographic. Whether or not
it is pornographic is a function of contextual features. Books and films may contain
descriptions or representations of a rape in order to explore the consequences of
such an assault upon its victim. What is being shown is abusive or degrading behav-
ior 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, then, is
verbal or pictorial material which represents or describes sexual behavior that is de-
grading or abusive to one or more of the participants in such a way as to endorse the
degradation. The participants so treated in virtually all heterosexual pornography are
women or children, so heterosexual pornography 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 psy-
chological coercion. In addition, behavior which ignores or devalues the real inter-
ests, desires, and experiences of one or more participants in any way is degrading. Fi-
nally, that a person has chosen or consented to be harmed, abused, or subjected to
coercion does not alter the degrading character of such behavior.

Pornography communicates its endorsement of the behavior it represents by vari-
ous 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 suffi-
cient to constitute endorsement of the represented behavior. The contextual features
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 accom-
panying text, may reinforce or make explicit the endorsement. Representations
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
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text which invites or recommends degrading behavior toward the subject repre-
sented. In such a case the whole complex—the series of representations or represen-
tations with text—is pornographic.

Pornography: Lies and Violence Against Women

What is wrong with pornography ... is its degrading and dehumanizing portrayal of
women (and not its sexual content). Pornography, by its very nature, requires that
women be subordinate to men and mere instruments for the fulfillment of male fan-
tasies. To accomplish this, pornography must lie. Pornography lies when it says that
our sexual life is or ought to be subordinate to the service of men, that our pleasure
consists in pleasing men and not ourselves, that we are depraved, that we are fit sub-
jects for rape, bondage, torture, and murder. Pornography lies explicitly about wom-
en’s sexuality, and through such lies fosters more lies about our humanity, our dig-
nity, and our personhood.

Moreover, since nothing is alleged to justify the treatment of the female characters
of pornography save their womanhood, pornography depicts all women as fit objects
of violence by virtue of their sex alone. Because it is simply being female 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 defamatory, 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 pornography.

The pornographic view of women is thoroughly entrenched in a booming portion
of the publishing, film, 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 albums in
record stores, as we check the entertainment 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 pornographic
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 a 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 women is to provide sexual pleasure to men is to deny that women
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are independently human or have a status equal to that of men. It is, moreover, to
deny our equality at one of the most intimate levels of human experience. This denial
is especially powerful in a hierarchical, class society such as ours, in which individu-
als feel good about themselves by feeling superior to others. Men in our society have
avested 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 corrosive also pro-
tects it from explicit public discussion. The consequent lack of any explicit social dis-
avowal of the pornographic image of women enables this image to continue foster-
ing sexist attitudes even as the society publicly proclaims its (as yet timid)
commitment to sexual equality.

In addition to finding a connection between the pornograhic view of women and
the denial to us of our full human rights, women are beginning to connect the con-
sumption of pornography with commiting rape and other acts of sexual violence
against women. ... A growing body of research is documenting (1) a correlation be-
tween exposure to representations of violence and the committing of violent acts
generally, 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 innocent.

From “snuff” films and miserable magazines in pornographic stores to Hustler, to
phonograph album covers and advertisements, to Vogue, pornography has come to
occupy its own niche in the communications and entertainment media and to ac-
quire a quasi-institutional character (signaled by the use of diminutives such as
“porn” or “porno” to refer to pornographic material, as though such familiar nam-
ing could take the hurt out). Its acceptance by the mass media, whatever the motiva-
tion, means a cultural endorsement of its message. As much as the materials them-
selves, the social tolerance 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 tolerance of pornographic representations of the rape, bond-
age, 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 manifes-
tation of this.

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

1. Pornography, especially violent pornography, is implicated in the committing
of crimes of violence against women.

2. Pornography is the vehicle for the dissemination of a deep and vicious lie
about women. It is defamatory and libelous.
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3. The diffusion of such a distorted view of women’s nature in our society as it
exists today supports sexist (Le., male-centered) attitudes, and thus reinforces
the oppression and exploitation of women.

Soaciety’s tolerance of pornography, especially pornography on the contemporary
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 crea-
tures. Thus, it contributes to the maintenance of a climate tolerant of both psycho-
logical and physical vielence against women.

Pornography and the Law

Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speect, or of the press; or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and 1o petition the Government for a redress of grievanees.
—First Amendment, Bill of Rights
of the United States Constitution

Pornography is clearly a threat to women. Each of the modes of injury cited above
offers sufficient rcason at least to consider proposals for the social and legal control
of pornography. The almost universal response for progressives to such proposals is
that constitutional guarantces of freedom of speech and privacy preclude recourse to
law.* While [ am concerned about the crosion of constitutional rights and also think
for many reasons that great caution must be exercised before undertaking a legal
campaign against pornography, I find objections to such a campaign that are based
on appeals to the First Amendment or to a right to privacy ultimately unconvincing,.

There are three ways of arguing that control of pornography is incompatible with
adherence to constitutional rights. The first argument claims that regulating por-
nography involves an unjustifiable interference in the private lives of individuals.
The second argument takes the First Amendment as a basic principle constitutive of
our form of government, and claims that the production and distribution of porno-
graphic material, as a form of speech, is an activity protected by that amendment.
The third argument claims not that the pornographer’s rights arc violated, but that
others’ rights will be it controls against pornography are instituted.

The privacy argument is the easiest to dispose of. Since the open commerce in
pornographic matertals is an activity carried out in the public sphere, the publica-
tion and distribution of such materials, unlike their use by individuals, is not pro-
tected by rights to privacy. The distinction between the private consumption of por-
nographic material and the production and distribution of, or open commerce in, it
is sometimes blurred by defenders of pornography. But [ may entertain, in the pri-
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vacy of my mind, defamatory opinions about another person, even though [ may not
broadcast them. So one might create without restraint—as long as no one were
harmed in the course of preparing them—pornographic materials for one’s personal
use, but be restrained from reproducing and distributing them. In both cases what
one is doing—in the privacy of one’s mind or basement—may indeed be deplorable,
but immune from legal proscription. Once the activity becomes public, however—
L.e., once it involves others—it is no longer protected by the same rights that protect
activities in the private sphere.

In considering the second argument (that control of pornography, private or pub-
lic, is wrong in principle), it seems important to determine whether we consider the
right to freedom of speech to be absolute and unqualified. If it is, then obviously all
speech, including pornography, is entitled to protection. But the right is, in the first
place, not an unqualified right: There are several kinds of speech not protected by
the First Amendment, including the incitement to violence in volatile circumstances,
the solicitation of crimes, perjury and misrepresentation, slander, libel, and false ad-
vertising. That there are forms of proscribed speech shows that we accept limitations
on the right to freedom of speech if such speech, as do the forms listed, impinges on
other rights. The manufacture and distribution of material which defames and
threatens all members of a class by its recommendation of abusive and degrading be-
havior toward some members of that class simply in virtue of their membership in it
seems a clear candidate for inclusion on the list. The right is therefore not an unqual-
ified one.

Nor is it an absolute or fundamental right, underived from any other right: If it
were there would not be the exceptions or limitations. The first ten amendments
were added to the Constitution as a way of guaranteeing the “blessings of liberty”
mentioned in its preamble, to protect citizens against the unreasonable usurpation
of power by the state. The specific rights mentioned in the First Amendment-—those
of religion, speech, assembly, press, petition—reflect the recent experiences of the
makers of the Constitution under colonial government as well as a sense of what was
and is required generally to secure liberty.

This second argument against the suppression of pornographic material ... rests
on a premise that must be rejected, namely, that the right to freedom of speech is a
right to utter anything one wants. It thus fails to show that the production and distri-
bution of such materials is an activity protected by the First Amendment. Further-
more, an examination of the issues involved leads to the conclusion that tolerance of
this activity violates the rights of women to political independence.

The third argument (which expresses concern that curbs on pornography are the
first step toward political censorship) runs into the same ambiguity that besets the
arguments based on principle. These arguments generally have as an underlying as-
sumption that the maximization of freedom is a worthy social goal. Control of por-
nography diminishes freedom—directly the freedom of pornographers, indirectly
that of all of us. But ... what is meant by “freedom”? It cannot be that what is to be
maximized is license—as the goal of a social group whose members probably have at
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least some incompatible interests, such a goal would be internally inconsistent. If, o1
the other hand, the maximization of political independence is the goal, then that i
in no way enhanced by, and may be endangered by, the tolerance of pornography. ..

In summary, neither as a matter of principle nor in the interests of maximizin:
liberty can it be supposed that there is an intrinsic right to manufacture and distrib
ute pornographic material.

The only other conceivable source of protection for pornography would be a gen
eral right to do what we please as long as the rights of others are respected. Since th
production and distribution of pornography violates the rights of women—to re
spect and to freedom from defamation, among others—this protection is not avail
able.

Conclusion

Appeals for action against pornography are sometimes brushed aside with th
claim that such action is a diversion from the primary task of feminists—the elimi
nation of sexism and of sexual inequality. This approach focuses on the enjoymen
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 sociall
and economically equal. Pornography cannot be separated from sexism in this way
Sexism is not just a set of attitudes regarding the inferiority of women but the behav
iors and social and economic rules that manifest such attitudes. Both the manufac
ture and distribution of pornography and the enjoyment of it are instances of sexis
behavior. The enjoyment of pornography on the part of individuals will presumabl
decline as such individuals begin to accord women their status as fully human. A cul
tural climate which tolerates the degrading representation of women is not a climat
which facilitates the development of respect for women. Furthermore, the deman
for pornography is stimulated not just by the sexism of individuals but by the por
nography industry itself. Thus, both as a social phenomenon and in its effect on in
dividuals, pornography, far from being a mere product, nourishes sexism. The cam
paign against it is an essential component of women’s struggle for legal, economic
and social equality, one which requires the support of all feminists.’
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Feminism, Moralism,
and Pornography

Ellen Willis

When I first heard there was a group called Women Against Pornography, 1
twitched. Could I define myself as Against Pornography? Not really. In itself,
pornography—which, my dictionary and I agree, means any image or description
intended or used to arouse sexual desire—does not strike me as the proper object of
a political crusade. As the most cursory observation suggests, there are many variet-
ies of porn, some pernicious, some more or less benign. About the only generaliza-
tion one can make is that pornography is the return of the repressed, of feelings and
fantasies driven underground by a culture that atomizes sexuality, defining love as a
noble affair of the heart and mind, lust as a base animal urge centered in unmention-
able organs. Prurience—the state of mind I associate with pornography-—implies a
sense of sex as forbidden, secretive pleasure, isolated from any emotional or social
context. I imagine that in utopia, porn would wither away along with the state, her-
oin, and Coca-Cola. At present, however, the sexual impuises that pornography ap-
peals to are part of virtually everyone’s psychology. For obvious political and cultural
reasons nearly all porn is sexist in that it is the product of a male imagination and
aimed at a male market; women are less likely to be consciously interested in por-
nography, or to indulge that interest, or to find porn that turns them on. But anyone
who thinks women are simply indifferent to pornography has never watched a



