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are perpetually required to give women pleasure and are threatened with
punishment (loss of women's respect and attention) for phallic failure.'z

True, women's pleasure is often represented as enhanced by overpower-
ment and abuse. But just as the fact that women findfantasies of violation
and abuse pleasurable does not indicate women enjoy actual abuse,
likewise, the fact that men find porn'sfantasies of abuse pleasurable hardly
indicates that most men find actually abusing women to be pleasurable.7

Rather, men who seek out porn, like women who consume romance
novels, videos, and films, are-at least in part-seeking escape from the
confusing shifts and increasingly complicated choices offered by modern
sexual and social life.'~ Feminist porn-suppressionists are simply wrong

selling men's porn).
425. See SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra note 8, at 218,219 (describing a study by Andy Moye of

porn magazines showing that they institute a "gruelling phallic regime" and recounting evidence of
increased male recourse to sex therapy due to "performance anxiety" in actual sexual encounters).

426. See supra note 155 and accompanying text. Such fantasies may or may not disappearwhen
gender (and other) power relations are altered, but they will surely change. Indeed, Nancy Friday's
research concerning women's self-reported fantasy life indicates that changes have already taken place.
See FRIDAY, WOMEN ON Top, supra note 193, at 18-19 (reporting that more women are having fan-
tasies of being in command of sex).

427. Men simply do not appear to harbor the universal wish to sexually abuse and dominate real
women. Research on male fantasies and evidence from sex workers reveals that many, if not most,
men prefer the role of victim or passive recipient of domination to "conventional male heterosexual
roles with their heavy emphasis on masculine prowess and dominance." SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra
note 8, at 213 (quoting EILEEN McLEGD, WOMEN WORKING: PROSTITUTION Now 59 (1982)). Forty-
eight percent of men in one study and seventy-four percent in another preferred to be sexually passive
with prostitutes. Id. at 212-15. "Heterosexual performance may be viewed as the mainstay of mascu-
line identity," but many men neither seek to dominate sexually nor find that sexual performance "in
itself give[s] men power over women." Id. at 211. Apparently, large numbers of men find in hetero-
sexual encounters not a confirmation of their power, but of their ineptness. "[Flor many men it is
precisely through sex that they experience their greatest uncertainties, dependence and deference in
relation to women-in stark contrast, quite often, with their experience of authority and independence
in the public world." Id. at 212. These men are increasingly turning to sex counsellors for help and
to porn for escape. Id. at 217-20; see also ELSHTAIN, supra note 117, at 119-33, 122 (arguing that
porn-suppressionista' "theory about male sexuality, indeed male nature, which sees that sexuality and
that nature as depending for its pleasure and identity on the wholesale, remorseless victimization of
women" is neither original nor correct).

428. Porn may, of course, have an impact or influence on the way in which some of its viewers
experience sexual encounters. But this is not to accept that viewing domination reflects or produces
a desire to dominate. Moreover, because porn's repetitious and often tedious displays of virile,
acrobatic men conquering and satisfying legiona of oversexed, compliant women express precisely the
same post-Freudian performance anxieties as are visible in virtually every (post)modern male novel of
self-exploration from Ulysses to Portnoy's Complaint-if with greater sexual explicitness and often
violence,-and in a manner infinitely less nuanced or profound-porn'sprimary responsibility for men's
attitudes is surely questionable. Cf. Segal, Sweet Sorrows, supra note 12, at 68 (arguing that themes
that characterize porn from Victorian times to the present reflect "fear of female rejection, terror of
phallic failure and homosexual feeling disguised as heterosexual performance," precisely the same
themes explored in much of the modern fiction authored by men (and some women)).

Moreover, porn's influence on sexual experience and activity is inseparable from other cultural
depictions of and attitudes toward sex. See SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra note 8, at 223 (reporting that
sexual assault rates decreased in some countries after pornography restrictions were removed). To sug-
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when they regard all men as seeking, through looking at depictions of
(hetero)sexual domination of the sort depicted in some porn, to, as Andrea
Dworkin puts it, "experience raw phallic power."429

Porn-suppressionists are equally inaccurate when they portray pornog-
raphy as enabling that domination to take place simply because it presents
it in fantasy. Porn's shallow world of insatiable women and unflaggingly
erect men is hardly the stuff from which the complex web of Western sex-
uality could be woven. Rather, contrasting notions of "acceptable male
emotions associated with the approved discourses on male sexuality"-for
example "[s]ex restrained by love and marriage, sex which is 'protective,'
'respectable' and 'faithful'"-are essential to and give meaning to porn's
contrary world of "sex greedy for immediate, unlimited, self-centered grat-
ification." 43 Empedestaled, chaste, and virtuous women are central to
constituting other women as sexually "debased" and therefore available for
sexual domination or abuse.31 Men are induced to find pleasure in fan-
tasies of sexual domination not only by treating women as sex objects, but
also by treating them as too pure to touch,432 or too stupid, flutter-
brained, or frigid to be sexual at all. 33 Aggression is "eroticized" not
simply by treating women as objects of male lust, but by placing them in
the contradictory roles of virgins and whores; of mothers, wives, servants,
and lovers; of guardians of morality who impel men to sin and then punish
them for their "Fall."' Male domination is sexualized not merely when
women are pictured as enjoying rape, but also when a boy's growth to-
wards manhood is associated with conquest and vanquishment-of nature,

gest that greater actual violence results from images of greater violence rather than the fundamental
social changes and anxieties they produce is surely to put the cart before the horse.

429. DwORKIN, PORNOGRAPHY, supra note 109, at 128. Indeed, arguably "pornography is ...
not so much an expression of male power as it is an expression of lack of power." SOBLE, supra note
419, at 82.

430. Segal, Sweet Sorrows, supra note 12, at 68. "[W]ould we have the pornographic representa-
tion without the accompanying authoritative discourses of and on men and their sexuality? The mirror-
ing themes of the acceptable and transgressive discourses on sexuality suggest a dialectical relation
betwecn the two." Id.

431. The construction of the female as she-who-can-be-raped requires, in equal measure, her
construction as "She Who Must Be Obeyed." JOHN C. MORTIMER, RUMPOLE A LA CARTE 8 (1990).
But to feminist porn-suppressionists, sexuality is delineated entirely by "what a given society
eroficises." MAcKINNON, FEMINISM UNMODIFIED, supra note 1, at 53.

432. Cf. DuKSTRA, supra note 13, at 191 ("The woman-child, then, suggested to the nineteenth-
century male not only innocence but also the absence of any resistance to the particulars of masculine
desire."); MILES, supra note 13, at 36 (noting that in 14th-centuryTuscany, "images of the Virgin with
one bare breast both formulate and attempt to control one of the most awesome powers of women, the
power to nourish").

433. This "type" can be seen, for example, in the character "Edith" from A/! in the Fami/y (CBS
television).

434. The notion that women are responsible for male sinfulness is not confined to Western culture.
See Kim Edwards, In Rooms of Women, in THE FEMALE BODY, supra note 26, at 135, 142 (describing
the Malaysian view that "women's bodies were the tool of the devil, and that women must cover them-
selves to save the souls of good men").

1994] 1187



Texas Law Review

of enemies, and of women. 5

To reduce Western erotica to a pornographic picture is to understate
the power and depth of patriarchal conditioning, which could not be cap-
tured within porn's one-sided, shallow, and repetitive imagery. Porn is
meant, like the popular mystery genre, to allow escape into shallow plots
and fantasies of quick and easy satisfaction, not to foster conversion.

Nor is it likely that porn's blatant show of force against women in-
creases its effectiveness in persuading its audience to view women as ob-
jects or to use force against them. For, as Lynn Segal has argued, "[it is
not, as some feminists believe, the eroticizing of an object which creates
it as inferior" but "the dynamic interplay between power and desire, attrac-
tion and repulsion, acceptance and disavowal, which eroticizes those al-
ready seen as inferior."4 7 Indeed, as Talcott Parsons has argued, "coer-
cion represents the regression of power to a lower domain of generaliza-
tion; a 'show of force' is the emblematic sign of the failure of power's
symbolic currency." 8 In other words, porn's graphic display of male
sexual power over and violence toward women, as well as the similar por-
trayals in mainstream advertising, television, and film, are the likely
symptoms of and reactions to weakening male power, rather than indica-
tions of porn's centrality to establishing male power in the first
instance.439

435. John and Beatrice Whiting "argue that male aggression is motivated by the need to break a
primary identity with powerful women." This may lead to an "overdetermined attempt to prove his
masculinity, manifested by a preoccupation with physical strength and athletic prowess, or attempts to
demonstrate daring and valor, or bebaviorthat is violent and aggressive." PEGGY R. SANDAY, FEMALE
POWER AND MALE DOMINANCE: ON THE ORIGINS OF SExUAL INEQUALITY 182 (1981) (citing Beatrice

B. Whiting, Sex Identity Conflict and Physical Violence: A Comparative Study, AM. ANTHROPOLOGIST,
Dec. 1965, at 123, 126-27; John W.M. Whiting & Beatrice Whiting, Aloofness and Intimacy of
Husbands and Wives: A Cross-Cultural Study, 3 ETHOS 183 (1975)); see BENJAMIN, supra note 111,
at 75-76 ("[B]oy[s] develop [their] gender and identity by means of establisbing discontinuity... [or
by] repudiation of the mother.... The tendency of erotic love to become erotic domination can be
seen as a casualty of this characteristically male form of establishing separation.").

436. Writers on culture and popular culture have remarked the increasing popularity of "escape"
media in the late 20th century. See Jeannye Thornton, Foul Play Is No Crime on Whodunnit Nights,
U.S. NEWS & WORLD REP., Jan. 27, 1986, at 66 (quotingpsychologist Dr. Joyce Brothers's character-
ization of mysteries as "pure escapism"). Porn differs from these media in its dependence on and
reproduction of sexual anxiety. Like advertising, which challenges its viewers to attain the pictured
perfection by consuming its products, porn cballenges its readership to produce large and unflagging
erections, attract well-endowed women, and achieve hard, muscular bodies. But unlike advertising,
these things are to be gained not by consuming some other product, but by depending on porn itself
to support the fantasy.

437. Segal, Sweet Sorrows, supra note 12, at 72-73 (emphasis added).
438. NOCHLIN, supra note 25, at 8, 34 n.11.
439. See MILES, supra note 13, at 188; HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra note 20, at

87-94 (describing how male loss of power in nonsexual spheres can result in phallocentrism); cf.
SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra note 8, at 218-20 (describing the desperationthat drives many men, feel-
ing sexually inadequate, to turn to pornography). But see WEEKS, supra note 4, at 25 (arguing that
the sexual changes of the 1960s and 1970s represented a great benefit to men rather than a loss of

1188 [Vol. 72:1097



Sex, Sin, and Women's Liberation

But is it perhaps not the case that-because, as MacKinnon points out,
porn is not about ideas, but arousal-its sexist implications are more readi-
ly accepted and absorbed by its audiences? There is little evidence that
imagery which produces bodily arousal is more likely to have an impact on
the mind.' Bodily arousal, whether from horror imagery or sexual ten-
sion, is typically flecting. The fact that audiences flock again and again to
see horror and porn films that they have seen before, or sequels that are
little different from the originals, may well indicate that the impact of such
imagery, far from being powerful, disappears shortly after the image is out
of sight."'

But even were it the case that bodily arousal or the repeat viewing that
porn seems to spawn enhances audience absorption of an ideological sub-
text, suppression would not be a viable strategy. For it would be impossi-
ble to suppress all imagery that is arousing at the expense of women. One
would have to get rid of depictions ranging from Alfred Hitchcock's
Psycho,"2 in which the protagonist's unnatural attachment to his own
mother drives him to murder women to whom he is attracted, to slasher
and other horror fflms," 3 to large segments of popular music and music
videos. Indeed, one might even have to suppress advertising imagery, for
much of it aims to persuade by arousal, and expresses the same views of
women as are found in porn.'

Porn-suppressionists' efforts to equate the degree of explicitness with
the degree of societal harm are not uniquely modem phenomena. Rather,
they tend to be a commonplace of censorship efforts. Photography became
a frequent censorship target in the late nineteenth century because it was

power).
440. Indeed, MacKinnon herself rejects the implicit distinction within obscenity law between

appeal purely to arousal, which supposedlyjustifiea censorship, and appeal to cognitive faculties, which
is not regulated by the state because of its purported redeeming social value. MACKINNON, FEMINISM
UNMODIFIED, supra note 1, at 175-78; see also Karst, supra note 72, at 103-04 (criticizing those who
argue that suppression of pornography is consistent with the First Amendment on the grounds that it
was meant to protect only civic speech).

441. For a different but not inconsistent interpretation of the phenomenon of repeat viewing, see
Modleski, Searchfor Tomorrow, supra note 391, at 275 (stating that female readers repeatedly consume
virtually identical romance novels because of the precariousness of resolutions of "ideological conflicts
so profound that readers must constantly return to the same text... in order to be reconvinced").

442. PSYCHO (ParamountlUniversal 1960).
443. See supra note 411 and accompanying text (explaining how slasher films eroticize violence

against women). Examples of slasher films include THE AMITYViLLE HORROR (American International
1979) (and sequel); TEXAS CHAIN SAW MASSACRE (Bryanston 1974) (and sequel); HALLOWEEN (Uni-
versal Pictures 1978) (and sequels), FRIDAY THE 13TH (Paramount 1980) (and sequels); see also
WILLIAMS, supra note 4, at 5 (asserting that film genres such as "thrillers, weepies, and low comedy"
also aim at bodily arousal).

444. See BARTHEL, supra note 395, at 79 (recounting Women Against Pornography's criticism
of ads that "trivialize women, celebrate a power imbalance between men and women, and make sexual
games with sadomasochistic overtones seem chic and glamorous").
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supposedly more graphic and realistic than painting."5 And painting-
especially realistic painting-was viewed as more dangerous than writ-
ing.' But historic pedigree is not necessarily the test of truth. There
is little to suggest that photography has had a more powerful societal
impact than painting, or painting than poetry and writing."7 It would
seem, rather, that a particular depiction has a greater or lesser impact
according not only to its own quality, but also to the context in which it is
consumed, the place of the genre within the historical period and particular
culture, and the predilection of the viewer.'

E. The Insignificance of Porn V: The Sounds of Silencing

The more painful the issues we confront the greater our
inarticulateness.

-bell hooks"9

Those who favor suppression frequently credit porn with "silencing"
women and argue that women cannot freely examine, explore, and redefine
sexuality as long as its proliferation remains unchecked. Although women
have been historically "silenced" in many ways,4' and sex and sexuality

445. See SCHARF, ART AND PHOTOGRAPHY 130 (1974). This belief in the danger of photo-
graphy's realism reached such a point that occasionally photographic recreations of paintings, but not
the paintings themselves, were censored. See FREEDBERG, supra note 25, at 350-53 (describing the
confiscation of a photographic recreation of Titian's Venus of Urbino).

446. See FREEDBERG, supra note 25, at 50 (noting that "all the writers from Aristotle and Horace
onward.., have insisted on the deeper effects of pictures than of words").

447. This is not to deny that photography has greatly amplified the force of an image over its
corresponding substance. See EWEN, supra note 350, at 39-40 (arguing that photography's "ability to
exaggerate experience, to create believable imagistic fictions, [stands] at the heart of its power to depict
and transmit style"). Indeed, imagery in all forms, especially imagery that consciously or subcon-
sciously addresses the sexual, has provoked powerful reactions. See, e.g., FREEDBERG, supra note 25,
at 319 (describing the arousal that results from "attempted or imagined possession" of the body
depicted); id. at 349 (describing "the arousal that springs from looking and gazing at any image,
whether we call it art or not"); Wagner, supra note 88, at 208 ("It was commonplace for critics in the
nineteenth century, and even before, to inscribe their sexual fantasies on sculpture.").

448. See.REEDBERG, supra note 25, at 323, 322-24 (discussing the factors that determine the level
of arousal from images containing nudity); MILEs, supra note 13 (discussing the effects of images of
female nakedness by examining their connections with politics, social structure, and sexual
arrangements).

449. HOOKS, RACE AND REPREsENTATION, supra note 20, at 2.
450. See supra note 221 (discussing women's denial of access to writing, painting, and other

means of societal "conversation"); see also SPENDER, supra note 370, at 52-75 (describing women's
silence as embedded in language, to the extent that a vocabulary to express women's experiences is
lacking); DEBORAH TANNEN, YOU JUST DON'T UNDERSTAND: WOMEN AND MEN IN CONVERSATION
87-88, 93-94 (1990) (discussing the "silencing" of women, especially in large-group situations, and the
different ways in which males and females learn and use speech). But see MIRRA BANK, ANONYMOUS
WAS A WOMAN (1979) (showing how women expressed themselves in samplers, quilts, and needle-
work, as well as in diaries, memoirs, and letters).
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have been areas of particular inarticulateness for women,451 it is neither
obvious that this process is deepening rather than declining, nor is there
evidence that porn has contributed significantly to it.

According to porn-suppressionists, ubiquitous porn imagery silences
women from full societal participation by constantly reminding them that
men see them as worthy only of domination and abuse and will abuse them
in the ways shown in pornography.4 2 Some women may indeed be in-
hibited from fully expressing themselves because of male aggression; they
may refrain from saying what they please in relationships and workplaces
where men hold power over-and "just don't understand'453-them; from
speaking their minds in classrooms and on streets for fear of retribution;
from acting in any way that might be interpreted as sexual; or even from
going out alone in public, especially "after hours," thereby "inviting"
abuse and rape.'

However, the silencing of women by violence and threats of violence
cannot be attributed to porn. Men are impelled to violence from anger at
and fear of matriarchal rule (and of mothers' scorn and punishment);455

from fury at women for imposing on them a moral straitjacket while simul-
taneously tempting them to sin; from denigration and disdain for women's
purported lack of intelligence and capacity; from the desire for conquest
and control-whether of the Father's possessions, the Mother's domain, or
the Other, the Enemy.456 Indeed, the very sexual taboos that, I argne,
are fostered by porn-suppression are probably more central to silencing
women than is porn.457

451. See HAUG ET AL., supra note 12, at 29-30 ("Our discussions have shown sexuality to be a
crucial area of unhappiness (and of silence) for us as women, an area in which our speechlessness
prevents us [from] asking questions.").

452. See MACKINNON, FEMINISM UNMODIFIED, supra note 1, at 140, 153, 156 ("Pornography
terrorizes women into silence .... [Plornography freely enslaves women's minds and bodies
inseparably, normalizing the terror that enforces silence from women's point of view.").

453. TANNEN, supra note 450, at 93.
454. See Shipp, supra note 27. As Shipp notes, juries in rape cases are often prejudiced against

victims because of their behavior: "'Nobody asks a robbery victim why she was out at night carrying
money, why did she come home from her job at night exposing herself to robbery, why she was on
the subway,'. . . But when the issue is rape, 'juries will hold that woman to a much higher standard.'"
Id. at C8 (quoting Brooklyn District Attorney Elizabeth Holtzman).

455. See supra note 435 and accompanying text.
456. See GILMAN, supra note 20, at 107 ("The 'white man's burden,' his sexuality and its control,

is displaced into the need to control the sexuality of the Other, the Other as sexualized female."
(emphasis in original)).

457. In this regard, Kim Edwards recounts her experience of sexual harassment (by men) and
ostracism (by women and men) for wearing Western garb in a predominantly Muslim Malaysian cul-
ture, in which religious teaching stated that "women's bodies were the tool of the devil, and that
women must cover themselves to save the souls of good men." Edwards, supra note 434, at 142. Not
until she moved to Japan, a culture in which "the video shops have extensive sections of pornography
which include women bound hand and foot, chained to poles or balconies with expressions of ecstasy
on their faces," id. at 142, could she throw off her unwillingly acquired "sense of the body as
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Moreover, the roots of silencing run far deeper. Women, like other
historically oppressed groups, lack both a language in which to express
their experiences,458 as well as the tools to make those experiences that
can be expressed heard and felt. Women self-censor because of profound,
culturally-fostered beliefs that their views are unimportant or will receive
no audience. 9 And on issues of sex and sexuality, women are silenced
by fear of reprisals-not simply physical, but ostracism, loss of jobs and
friends, and the like-for transgressing the permissible.

Yet women do not seem to be as silenced as anti-porn advocates
claim: Across class, race, occupation, ethnicity, and geographic locale,
women are -speaking out and being listened to as never before. Advocates
of suppression answer that porn is proliferating precisely because women's
voices have begun to emerge, and porn is part of society's way of shutting
women back up. 1 Though the evidence of backlash against women's
changing roles and newly emergent power is plentiful,' and though porn
proliferation is very likely part of it, it is but a minor part and has not, so

something to hide, and a message that the flesh was an aggression, a sin," id. at 144, and, "walk alone
at night [in Tokyo] without any fear of being accosted." Id. at 142; see also LOVELACE & GRADY,
supra note 134, at 13 (indicating that her parents' silence about sexuality contributed to her "ordeal"
as a star of pornographic movies); Harris, supra note 262, at 585-86 (arguing that the voices of black
women are silenced by MacKinnon's isolation of gender from race); HAUG ET AL., supra note 12, at
185-98 (reviewing theories of repression and taboos and outlining the complex role of sexual
suppression in constituting sexuality).

458. This is especially true of sexual experiences. It is telling that there is no word to describe
women actively "engulfing" men when engaged in genital sex, let alone language to describe women's
various other sexual roles, activities, and feelings. "There aren't even words to describe female self-
stimulation. Jerking, wanking, and beating off all involve a penis, not a clitoris." Palac, supra note
176, at 88. See SPENDER, supra note 370, at 177-78 (contending that heterosexual activity has focused
on the role of the male, whereas women lack a language to describe sexual experiences from their
perspective); see also Maggie Anwell, Lolita Meets the Werewolf, in THE FEMALE GAZE, supra note
25, at 76, 76-84, 85 (describing "[t]he struggle to speak female desire"). For additional discussion of
how language is used to silence women, see generally TANNEN, supra note 450.

459. My Feminist Jurisprudence students repeatedly tell stories about patriarchal views even within
modem families, including not being listened to by fathers, being urged to be ballerinas rather than to
go to college, and being denigrated when not blocked in their efforts to obtain educational
advancement.

460. For women, the permissible depends enormously on family definitions, whether expressed
by parents, in-laws, or husbands. Thus, the permissible in religious families can be quite narrow and
"silencing." See LOVELACE & GRADY, supra note 134, at 13 (explaining that in her childhood
household, sex was a sin and was never discussed).

461. Cf. MACKINNON, FEMINSM UNMODIFED, supra note 1, at 171-74 (arguing that pornography
reinforces male dominance by depicting women as objects incapable of speech and desiring
subjugation).

462. See BARBARA EHRENREICH, THE HEARTS OF MEN: AMERICAN DREAMS AND THE FLIGHT
FROM COMMITMENT 146-47 (1983) (commenting on the male rebellion against the feminist movement
and noting that its primary impact concerns male abandonment of his duty to family); FALUDI, supra
note 74, at 46-72, 454-60 (describing the origins and effects of the backlash against the feminist
movement).

1192



1994] Sex, Sin, and Women's Liberation 1193

far, seemed to silence women.' Indeed, "it is precisely since the
1970s, and the explosion of pornography in the West, that women have
been most vociferously-and successfully-objecting to men's violence
against them."'

Finally, the little evidence available seems to suggest that women in
cultures where sexuality and its imagery are suppressed are far more
silenced in every way than women in cultures where sexual discourse,
including porn, is uninhibited. While it is extraordinarily risky to
draw conclusions about the significance of suppression in vastly different
cultures, it is highly suggestive that when a repressive dictatorship
suppresses porn, it springs to life with a vengeance as soon as the regime
falls.' In Muslim countries, which suppress porn and attempt to avoid
commodification of women's bodies by requiring them to be entirely
covered, women seem as sexually abused-yet far less sexually free-as
elsewhere.7

In sum, porn simply is not the powerful force that anti-porn advocates
imagine. It may often be sexist, vulgar, violent, and horrific. The wish
to be rid of it is surely understandable. But there are no easy ways to be
rid of imagery that portrays women in ways we might wish women not be
portrayed-nor, especially, be treated-and suppressionist quick-fix strate-
gies do more harm than good.

463. This is not to say that the ideas women express are not shaped by Western erotic culture.
But that is hardly the same as silence. Thus, while neither feminist porn-suppressionists nor I may
agree with Sally Potter's suggestion in her film version of Virginia Woolf s Orlando that women are
(and should be) on a path to androgynous equality with men, Potter's voice is surely "authentic" and
powerfully present in the already widely acclaimed and popular film. ORLANDO (Sony Pictures
Classics 1993).

464. SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra note 8, at 227. Segal points out that "in the staid and cen-
sorious fifties where there was little explicit pornography openly available, there was no public outcry
against wife-beating, marital rape, [or] child abuse." Id. at 227-28.

465. See id. at 228 (noting that in many parts of the world, women's suppressionis based on class,
race, and patterns of dominance rather than on the availability of pornography); Edwards, supra note
434, at 142-44 (describing Muslim Malaysia as far more silencing than pornography-prone Japan).

466. See, e.g., Russia's First Sex Shop Opens, CHI. Tim., Mar. 1, 1992, at 22 (discussing how
the lack of education and public debate on sex led to ignorance, poor sexual hygiene, and a high inci-
dence of venereal disease in Russia); Joby Warrick, In Post-Communist Hungary, Pornography 'Gone
Beserk, " UPI, Oct. 6, 1990, available in LEXIS, News Library, UPI File (reporting that there has been
a "sex-plosion" since the collapse of communism).

467. Women who defy sexual norms by, for example, seeking to drive or wearing Western garb
are harassed or even threatened with expulsion or death. See Ellen Goodman, In the Driver's Seat,
BOSTON GLOBE, Apr. 25, 1991, at 15 (reporting that during a "drive-in" staged by Saudi women to
protest their inability to drive, one Saudi teacher explained that "driving could lead to temptations that
would hurt the sanctity of women"). In Jordan, for example, unmarried women in the company of men
are frequently picked up by the police and taken to medical officers; if the women's virginity is not
intact, both families are told to negotiate a marriage. KANAN MAKIYA, CRUELTY AND SILENCE: WAR,

TYRANNY, UPRISING, AND THE ARAB WORLD 290-95 (1993).
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IV. Conclusion

Central to the institutionalization of male dominance, pornography
cannot be reformed or suppressed or banned. It can only be
changed.

-Catharine MacKinnon 8

People have (with the help of conventions) oriented all their solutions
toward the easy and toward the easiest side of the easy; but it is clear
that we must hold to what is difficult ....

-Rainer Marie Rilke

How, then, do we change the vision of women reflected and institu-
tionalized in Western culture?4' First and foremost, feminism needs to
reassert its grounding in a critique of social, economic, and political forces
that reaches far beyond the specifically sexual constitution and treatment
of men and women and focuses as much on institutionalized practices as on
cultural conditioning. Without doubt, the constitution of the sexual has
played, and continues to play, an important role in creating the conditions
and reality of women's-and, indeed, of other outcast groups'-
oppression.4" But the deeply gendered ways of categorizing, thinking,
and acting that undergird women's unequal status go far beyond the specif-
ically sexual.

And while what bell hooks has called the "racialized pornographic
imagination"4' permeates-indeed, dominates-the entire cultural con-
tinuum from advertising to film, it is neither peculiar to porn nor influ-
ential apart from its embodiment in laws, institutions, and social practices.
Anti-porn feminists not only accord too much power to porn, but too much
to the cultural realm altogether.4'

468. MACKINNON, FEMINISM UNMODIFIED, supra note 1, at 146.
469. Letter from Rainer M. Rilke to Franz Kappus (May 14, 1904), in LETTERS TO A YOUNG

POET 52, 53 (M.D. Herter Norton ed., rev. ed. 1954).
470. This is precisely the question that feminists have been trying to answer for the last two

decades. See Introduction to THE FEMALE GAZE, supra note 25, at 1, 1-7.
471. The anti-pornography effort grows out of a theory that sees the construction of male and

female sexuality as the centerpiece of women's oppression. To paraphrase MacKinnon, sex, for
(radical) feminism, is to patriarchy what economics, for Marx, was to capitalism. See MACKINNON,
FEMINIST THEORY OF THE STATE, supra note 15, at 3.

472. HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, Supra note 20, at 72.
473. Laws that lend power to porn's imagery of male aggression and violence are not merely those

that govern sexual practices-such as rape, abuse, or sexual harassment-nor those that address male-
female relations directly-such as marriage, divorce, custody, or support-but also those that accord
employers the power to control workforces increasingly composed of women, that give welfare bureau-
cracies (whose rules and funding remain in the hands of mostly male legislators) power over the lives
of poor women, that give landlords power over tenants (which can lead to sexual abuse), and so on.

1194 [Vol. 72:1097



Sex, Sin, and Women's Liberation

Yet culture is important, and feminists have not been shy about taking
it on. But how best to do so? For feminist porn-suppressionists, the an-
swer is cultural cleansing. Since women do not control the media or the
other institutions that foster misogynist conceptions, the best that can be
done is to join the conservative call for governmental suppression of sexist
sexual depiction.

But for literally thousands of writers, artists, filmmakers, scholars,
and activists who have for decades been exploring the interstices of
Western culture and using available tools of critique to "[m]ak[e] a space
for the transgressive image, the outlaw rebel vision,' 4 the process of
transformation, of "com[ing] to voice"' is rather more complex and de-
manding and is not furthered by sexual censorship. It begins with acknow-
ledging the difficult dilemmas involved in re-imagining and recreating
Western ways of seeing and looking.

As Margaret Marshment has trenchantly shown, no matter what criti-
cal stance feminists take, we risk misinterpretation, error, or marginaliza-
tion.476  Critiques and alternative portrayals that emphasize women's
strong, active, and independent natures and that highlight the fact that
women possess traits traditionally valued as masculine, risk suggesting that
women are "just like" men and that these traits are more important than
those associated with femininity. But to emphasize traditionally female
roles, traits, and values is to risk reifying gender dichotomies in the
opposite direction.4' And, unfortunately, creating "a new regime of
representation which might redefine, or even abolish, gender boundaries
and structures"47 is likely to have limited impact.479 Indeed, the most
powerful transformative representations of this sort are all too likely to be
co-opted as soon as they are made widely available.' Yet feminists can-
not allow our inevitable frustration over the difficulty of avoiding "having
our ideas and fantasies reduced and manipulated-even travestied-by the
underlying market forces"' 1 to direct us into dead-end paths, especially

474. HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra note 20, at 4.

475. Id. at 80.
476. Margaret Marshment, Substantial Women, in THE FEMALE GAZE, supra note 25, at 27, 27-

28.
477. See, e.g., Marcus et al., supra note 79, at 21-22 (quoting Catherine MacKinnon as saying

that "to make issues of gender turn on the so-called gender difference is, ultimately, to take a male
perspective").

478. Marshment, supra note 476, at 27.
479. These sorts of non-traditional portrayals, by their very nature, are likely to reach only a "very

restricted elite audience." Id. Regarding similar limits and difficulties of sports critique, see MESSNEIR,

supra note 286, at 149-72.
480. For a vivid example of this process, see Anwell, supra note 458, at 76-85 (describing the

manner in which the central, sexually liberating vision of Angela Carter's re-telling of the Little Red
Riding Hood story is transformed in the film version into typical Victorian fare).

481. Id. at 76.
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those of sexual suppression.42 Rather, feminists must bring to the fore
and demand a close look at female desire and sexuality-as it has been con-
structed, as well as the ways in which it may be biologically delimited.'

Another important task is to break through the "wall of denial con-
sumers of images construct so as not to face that the real world of image-
making is political-that politics of domination inform the way the vast
majority of images we consume are constructed and marketed."'
"Fierce critical interrogation"' is necessary; and it must address not
merely or even mainly the marginal, but must take on the mainstream,
including Hollywood film and television,186 music video, romance
literature, and advertising. Indeed, establishing a Feminist Board of Critics
to rate mainstream film, music, and television-to give awards like the
Oscars (to the least) or the Golden Fleeces (to the most) sexist, racist,
homophobic, or class-stereotyped films, soap operas, sitcoms, and
advertisements-could extend feminist analysis beyond the academic world
and, if well promoted, do far more to create public discussion of sexist
depiction than censorship strategies. Instead of blanket condemnation, the
Board could offer alternative ratings by a variety of feminist critics to
demonstrate that differences in point of view about culture exist even
among like minds.

In addition, feminists should not only encourage mainstream film and
television reviews to address issues of race, class, and gender consistently,
but also seek to establish columns and television roundtables of our
own.48

482. Although sexual representation is among the most dangerous arenas of expression because
it is so easily transformed into dominant ideology and practice, it is, for the reasons elaborated earlier,
crucial to any effort at change. See supra subpart I(E).

483. Anne McClintock, Gonad the Barbarian and the Venus Flytrap: Portraying the Female and
Male Orgasm, in SEX POSED, supra note 8, at 111.

484, HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra note 20, at 5. For contrasting explorations of
this process, compare HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra, at 28-30 (condemning a recent
Tweeds catalog for exploiting a "primitive" Egyptian setting to set off their white models) with Holly
Brubach, Mail-OrderAmerica, N.Y. TIMES, Nov. 21, 1993, § 6 (Magazine), at 54 (celebrating the di-
verse fantasy worlds of the J. Crew, L.L. Bean, J. Peterman, Spiegel, International Male, and
Victoria's Secret catalogs). For an excellent analysis of the meaning and role of imagery in contempo-
rary culture, see generally EWEN, supra note 350.

485. HoOKs, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra note 20, at 5.
486. Thus, silly soap and toilet advertising and portrayals of liberated women as psychotic

murderesses, e.g., FATAL ATTRAcTION, supra note 145, or of working women as self-centered prima
donnas dangerous to their children because their time is divided between work and home, e.g., THE
HAND THAT ROCKS THE CRADLE (Hollywood Pictures 1992), should be as much targeted for critique
as are pictures of women penetrated by objects or sexually dominated.

487. Many feminist critics would be available to staff such shows. New York Tunes critic Caryn
James and columnists Anna Quindlin, bell hooks, Laura Mulvey, Susan Suleiman, Michelle Wallace,
Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Ann Kaplan, Susan Bordo, Susan Gubar, and Linda Nochlin are but a few.
The proliferation of cable stations, as well as the increased presence and influence of women in the
mainstream media, make such shows real possibilities.
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Critique should continue to be leveled at sexual practices and imagery
(including porn) that foster acceptance of phallocentric norms of masculin-
ity and present disempowering conceptions of femininity and women's
roles."' But feminist critique must be careful to avoid simply replicating
pervasive views about the inevitability of male sexual aggression and dom-
ination, views derived from nineteenth-century sexology's view of male
sexuality as defined by the overpowering and unbridled male sex drive. 9

We need to analyze and reform this ideology and the institutions which
foster it, not replicate it. "If patriarchy fuses gender and sexuality, the
analytic task of feminism is to take them apart,"4" which requires not
merely a critique of imagery, but basic institutional and social reform.

Feminists should especially target the places in which ideologies of
masculinity are most centrally forged and practiced, and where the associa-
tion between masculinity and abuse of women is earliest and most deeply
inculcated. Sports is one such realm. Feminists need to develop a trans-
formative sports curriculum, one which not only alters the terms of defeat
and victory,491 but changes the very language we use to describe
them.49  Meanwhile, we should challenge the "locker room mental-
ity" 49 and use economic and political power to encourage sports leagues
to levy heavy penalties, including expulsion, for sexist conduct by sports

488. For examples and defenses of critiques of Madonna, of Spike Lee's films, of rap music, of
Hollywood film, of romance literature, of advertising and beauty industry representation, see supra
notes 238-40 and accompanying text. See also HOOKS, RACE AND REPRESENTATION, supra note 20,
at 21-39 (critiquing contemporary attempts by mass culture to exploit racial and sexual difference only
as a means to contrast or explain a facet of the dominant majority); Grigsby, supra note 92, at 83-102
(surveying contemporary artists who critique popular concepts of female roles through multi-media,
polemic art).

489. See SEGAL, SLOW MOTION, supra note 8, at 208, 209.
490. Carole S. Vance&AnnB. Snitow, Toward a ConversationAbout Sex in Feminism, 10 SIGNS

131 (1984).
491. For example, Messner describes models of competition in which bettering one's performance,

rather than defeating others, is stressed. Though hard to achieve, a shift to such a norm could reduce
drug and steroid abuse, as well as sports violence. Messner also describes the Gay Games as an
example of inclusionary practices in which even the "losers" are lauded. See MESSNER, supra note
286, at 46-47. Victory or awards might be accorded to the best all-around "sportspersons" rather than
simply athletes, so that those with the fewest number of fouls-or at least fouls indicating "unsports-
personlike" behavior-or perhaps even injuries, would get points added to their scores. And awards
might be given for effort-as was done in my all-girls camp-rather than merely for results. Teams
could be rated and accorded places in playoffs on the basis not merely of victories, but of overall sports
behavior, with demerits given for the use by team members of sexist or racist epithets, or for behavior
abusive to women. If Olympic skaters can be rated for grace as well as technical skill, ball players can
be rated for sportspersonship.

492. Not only are new terms needed to describe new values, like bettering one's own best, but
negative associations with language identified as "feminine," such as "soft" as a pejorative term, must
be uncoupled.

493. See William Douglas, At St. Johns, Seminars in Responsibility, NEWSDAY, Oct. 4, 1990, at
4, available in LEXIS, News Library, NEWSDAY File (reporting that studentswere required to attend
mandatory seminars after six members of a lacrosse team allegedly sexually assaulted a young woman).
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participants and spectators.4' Similarly, feminists should challenge the
norms of military masculinity-in Hollywood portrayal as well as in actual
practice.495

Moreover, it is essential to deconstruct the way in which "romance
ideology" and the forms of its institutionalization in modem marriage are
or can be disempowering to women. Although the romance ideology of
contemporary film and fiction is often far more varied and complex than
that exemplified by its Victorian and 1950s predecessors-and much of it
has been updated to reflect changes in women's status and roles-all too
often plots still end with female protagonists walking into the sunset with
their magically encountered perfect loves or portray sinfully sexual women
threatening the stability of monogamous marriages and families.4'
Honest debate about the relation of pleasure to peril, passion to power,
aversion to arousal, fascination to repugnance, and gnilt to temptation is
sorely lacking.

But because sexuality remains so complex and contested a realm, one
so in flux, feminists should tread soffly in invoking law to achieve reform
in that sphere. Legal intervention should be sparingly used to achieve
narrow, concrete goals in ways that do not grant to still largely male and
conservative legislatures and courts broad power to delineate "good" sex
from "bad." This is not to say that women should never use the legal sys-
tem to redress sexual harms, but rather that feminists should be wary of
using that system as a means by which to define those harms before
arriving, if not at consensus, at least at a majoritarian progressive view
after a full airing of the issue in feminist fora. Legislative hearings held

494. Players are expelled for drug abuse; they should be expelled for sexual abuse as well. Ball
players are thrown out of leagues for gambling; they should also be thrown out for beating wives. See
Murray Chass, Rose Is Out: But He Says Wait 2W! Next Year, N.Y. TIMEs, Aug. 25, 1989, at Al (de-
scribing baseball star and manager Pete Rose's permanent expulsion from baseball for gambling).

495. [Miilitary teaching and practice regarding sex [should] be wholly revamped.
No longer should it be understood that "a good soldier is a sexually satisfied
soldier;" no longer should the military confine its education to teaching 'safe
sex' with prostitutes. We can design mandatory sex education-education
about sexual harassment, sexual equality, laws concerning rape, battery,
child support, equality-for all members of the military, top to bottom. The
new administration can change rules that leave prosecution of sex crimes by
military personnel to local jurisdictions where, for economic reasons, prose-
cutions for battery, rape, even murder of prostitutes are rare. It can enforce
child support garnishment of military pay for every soldier who fathers or
has fathered a child by a prostitute, and thereby help the estimated 50,000
Amerasian children in the Philippines alone find a way out of destitution and
future prostitution.

Meyer, supra note 42, at 118-19 (citations omitted) (emphasis in original).
496. See SINGLE WHITE FEMALE (Guber-Peters Entertainment Co. 1992); BASIC INSTINCT

(Carolco Pictures 1992); see also FALUDI, supra note 74, at 117-23 (describing the evolution of Fatal
Attraction from a vaguely feminist film to a story demonizing the female professional).
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in alliance with anti-sex conservatives are not the places within which to
determine whether, for example, to create a civil harm for street whistli-
ng.4  Neither are they the place to determine whether it is rape, as
MacKinnon suggests, whenever a woman "has sex and feels violated."498

Legal definitions of sexual harm should be generated based on strong
feminist agreement, forged among those who share common minimum
goals concerning women's sexual freedom and reproductive control.499

Critique must also be accompanied by presentation and praise of
alternative imagery-new scripts, stories, films, television programs,
recordings and the like. This creation of alternative imagery should be
complemented by efforts to open up television and other media to constit-
uencies willing to present such imagery, as well as by efforts to increase
government funding for alternative media. Inducing producers and
publishers to make non-sexist music, film, and stories available-especially
for children-is vital.' Teachers and parents need to encourage and join
with children to analyze and be critical of toys, programs, and advertis-
ing,"1 and to enlist youth and the youth culture to engage in self-
critique.'

497. Cf. Kennedy, supra note 122, at 1318 (arguing that constructionworkers may easily embar-
rass women on the street without committing assault or intentional infliction of emotional distress as
currently defined by law).

498. Roiphe, supra note 123, at 30.
499. Cf. Constance L. Hays, If That Man Is Following Her, Connecticut Is Going to Follow Him,

N.Y. TIMES, June 5, 1992, at BI (describing stalking laws passed in several states with the organized
support of entertainment figures and victim-support groups). The legal system must, of course, con-
tinue to be used to prevent conservative assaults against womens' right to self-determination and to
extend to all classes of women sexual and reproductive access and control, as well as to claim for
women a voice ir. the public arena. Cf. Hopev. Perales, 595 N.Y.S.2d 948 (App. Div. 1993) (holding
that New York's medical coverage system for low-income persons violates the state constitution's
guarantee of reproductive freedom by funding prenatal child care but not medically necessary abor-
tions), rev'd, 634 N.E.2d 183 (N.Y. 1994); Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v. FCC, 497 U.S. 547 (1990)
(upholding FCC preferences to minorities in awarding broadcast licenses as substantially related to
legitimate governmental purposes).

500. My own observations indicate that few children's videos present leading female characters
in non-traditional roles; those that do almost never present women (or men) in other than stereotypical
supporting roles. Even Sesame Street has been criticized because most of its featured animal characters
have male voices and personas. Carter, supra note 375, at Al. Television networks recently canceled
the few children's programs that featured female leads, claiming that surveys show that most boys will
not watch them, while girls allegedly will watch boy leads. Id. Women should make abundantly clear
to the media that we will not hesitate to use our control over the amount and content of television our
children watch to respond to the media's failure to accommodate feminist critique.

501. See Katz, supra note 377, at 7, 15 (arguing that children tend to be accepting of culture and
need parents' help to develop critical approaches; that parents should help by "sitting with them in front
of the VCR, comparing differences in animation, plot, character development and humor" and stating
that "my wife changed my daughter's perception of the early Disney movies considerably when she
pointed out that the women in them seemed to always need rescuing"); Nancy Signorielli et al., Gender
Stereotypes in MTV Commercials: The Beat Goes On, 1. BROADCASTING & ELECTRONIC MEDIA,
Winter 1994, at 91, 91-92 (discussing the gender stereotypes present in advertising on children's
television).

502. Indeed, some have already begun this process. See Olmstead, supra note 211, at 23
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Critical interrogation is necessary not only to challenge dominant
viewpoints, but also to imagine a future.' As Annette Kuhn has writ-
ten, "[F]eminist analysis of mainstream images of women .. may...
teach us to recognize inconsistencies and contradictions within dominant
traditions of representation, to identify points of leverage for our own
intervention: cracks and fissures through which may be captured glimpses
of what might in other circumstances be possible .... I

Some argue that feminist analysis and condemnation of porn has con-
tributed mightily to the very critique I propose.5 My objection is not
to the deconstruction of the dominant messages of porn; that work is im-
portant and was well underway before legal suppression took center stage.
But with its focus on explicit (and deviant) sex, the suppression strategy
directs inquiry away from the subtleties of cultural construction and femi-
nist analysis. In the words of Carol Smart, "The aim of 'fitting' feminist
ideas on pornography into a legal framework that might be 'workable' (in
narrow legal terms) or politically 'acceptable,' means that many of the
subtle insights and complexities of feminist analysis are necessarily
lost."' Moreover, it has deflected inquiry into dead-end investigation
of the degree to which porn images directly spawn violent acts against
women and has transformed debate into questions of First Amendment
doctrine-all at the expense of widening the reach of feminist insight
concerning sexuality.' Indeed, as I have tried to show, the underlying
idcology of feminist porn-suppression undermines those insights, by merg-
ing with and fostering traditional, mainstream conservative ideas about
sexuality.

Because the feminist porn-suppression effort is anchored in a theory
which recognizes no cracks and fissures, it can imagine only instant revolu-
tionary transformation-which is impossible as long as women lack

(chronicling the attempts of Reverend Calvin Butts to clean up rap, in which lyrics often refer to
women as "whores" and videos often display scantily clad women).

503. To the extent feasible, we should make use of low-budget tools--home video, performance
art, photography-to make our voices heard in media over which feminists have maximum control and
the least tendency to mute the message.

504. ANNETTEKUHN, THE POWER OF THE IMAGE: ESSAYS ON REPRESENTATION AND SEXUALITY

10 (1985).
505. "We could argue that since pornography symbolises men's power over women .

women's attacks on it symbolise women's resistance to men's power over them." SEGAL, SLOW
MOTION, supra note 8, at 229 (emphasis in original). But, as Segal notes, symbolic resistance is one
thing when it richly deconstructs imagery, and quite another when it ideologically and politically allies
with conservatism in furthering "state control over all representations of sexuality." Id.; see also
McClintock, supra note 483, at 115 ("[I]nstead of closeting porn behind the law, where male power
proliferates out of reach of feminist intervention, [feminists] might do better to explore the myriad con-
tradictions within pornography's changing regimes of pleasure and power.").

506. CAROL SMART, FEMINISM AND THE POWER OF LAW 115 (1989).
507. See id. (pointing out that "feminist work on pornographybecomes increasingly collapsed into

traditional discussions of how sex depraves or how representations of violence cause actual violence").
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sufficient media/cultural power-or elimination of the supposedly worst
imagery. Sufficient power to accomplish the latter can perhaps be
mustered by alliance with conservatives who favor general sexual repres-
sion. Unfortunately, the latter strategy fosters sexual control of women
and does little to reform patriarchal conceptions of masculinity or Western
culture's ways of looking at women.

Just as societal lust, lasciviousness, and immorality could not be elimi-
nated by the famous "bruciamenti" of 1496 in which music, books, paint-
ings, sculpture, and even lutes were burned, 8 we cannot today eradicate
pornographic ways of looking and seeing by enjoining production of "bad"
images. Much as we might wish it otherwise, there simply is no quick fix
by which Western erotica can be reformed or reconstituted.

508. See FREEDBERG, supra note 25, at 348.
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